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There is a need to prepare teachers for a changing educational landscape as more schools 
and states are adopting and mandating the use of inquiry-based instruction alongside curricular 
mandates (ISBE, 2017a, 2017b; National Research Council, 2012; NGSS Lead States, 2013). 
This study brings into focus novice teachers’ inquiry stances with regard to coconstructed 
practices such as inquiry-based learning and pedagogical documentation. Additional empirical 
understandings about how novice teachers engage with inquiry-based pedagogies will inform 
education initiatives geared at promoting inquiry practices. 
 I adopted a Deweyan (1904, 1933, 1938a) theoretical framework using his theories of 
teacher growth, inquiry, and progressive education as a means of engaging with and viewing the 
empirical realities faced by teachers new to inquiry teaching. I used an embedded case study 
design to look closely at three individual novice teachers’ learning and inquiry stances within a 
single case K-1 classroom that included the mentor teacher and 21 children aged 5-7. My 
fieldwork took place across 6 months as two new co-teachers and a student teacher were 
mentored by an experienced head teacher. Data included observations of the classroom and 
teacher meetings, interviews, and artifacts to answer the following questions: 
1. How do messages novice teachers receive from the head teacher and school context 
communicate what was valued inside the K-1 inquiry classroom?  
2. How do these novice teachers become inquiry teachers and show and develop 






3. How do these novice teachers use their practice of documentation to see, think, 
wonder, investigate, and act?   
My analysis of the data shows a strong mirroring effect between social-emotional, 
intellectual, and academic learning found at the level of the children and the novice teachers. 
This shared core curriculum uncovered prerequisites like self and social awareness and 
dispositions for and habits of reflective thinking needed for student learning through inquiry and 
teachers learning to implement inquiry. The academic learning gained by novice teachers 
included theory, pedagogical methods, and subject matter. While the content of academic 
learning was naturally different than the children’s, how academics intersected and were learned 
alongside the social-emotional and intellectual curriculum held steady between children and 
novice teachers. Although the core curriculum of social-emotional, intellectual, and academic 
learning was presented to all the novice teachers by the head teacher, each novice teacher 
interacted with the three elements in different ways and to varying degrees and were 
differentially supported in their individual learning journeys. I discovered documentation was 
closely linked to the intellectual and academic curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher. 
Novice teachers’ documentation practice also supported their social-emotional learning, as seen 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
 
Through this case study, I investigate novice teachers new to inquiry-based practices and 
their learning experiences as they coconstruct an emergent curriculum inside a single K-1 
classroom. Particular attention is given to the novice teachers’ inquiry stance and the curricular 
goals and instructional methods used to support these novice teachers’ learning. An inquiry 
stance includes inquiry habits for seeking conclusions and the dispositions of open mindedness, 
genuine enthusiasm (wholeheartedness), and intellectual responsibility (Dewey, 1933). I also 
explore how teachers use documentation as a tool for developing an inquiry stance and as a 
practice that supports their work with children. Documentation is the practice of close 
observation and data collection for (a) making curricular and instructional decisions in 
consultation with colleagues; (b) developing new understandings about children, teaching, and 
learning; and (c) communicating learning stories. This case study was conducted at the Joyful 
Spiral Co-lab (JSC; a pseudonym), a Reggio Emilia-inspired university laboratory school with 
established inquiry-based learning practices and a mission to support novice teachers. 
Exploration and logically organized inquiry are expansive for teachers and students when 
the skills and disposition to do so are modeled and practiced (Darling-Hammond, Flook, Cook-
Harvey, Barron, & Osher, 2019; Dewey, 1904, 1933, 1938a). The three novice teachers 
experienced a pedagogy of inquiry as they looked, thought, and wondered their way through 
using inquiry-based learning with children. Inquiry-based classrooms have a collaborative 
orientation and use an inquiry cycle of noticing, questioning, investigating, and taking action 
around relevant topics. This research focused on making visible how each novice teacher 




how that was reflected in their classroom practice. Documentation and inquiry-based learning are 
collaborative practices and thus have been conceptualized as democratic in nature (Dewey, 1916; 
Moss, 2010). Both inquiry-based learning and documentation are elements found in the Reggio 
Emilia approach and progressive education more widely. Although neither are exclusively 
associated, both inquiry learning and documentation can be found in other settings. 
Research Questions  
 This exploratory case study seeks to learn more about pragmatic approaches to 
supporting teachers’ introduction to inquiry-based practices by learning from lived experience. 
My previous research yielded findings about the types of teacher-child interactions and 
classroom contexts that were supportive of project work. This raised questions about teachers 
who seemed to be endowed with prerequisites for establishing an inquiry classroom (e.g., weaker 
boundaries between disciplines prior to implementing the Project Approach, resulted in greater 
interdisciplinary opportunities during project work; Cordoba & Sanders-Smith, 2018). In this 
current study, I continue to wonder what else goes into the making of an inquiry teacher. I do this 
using data from teacher meetings, classroom observations, teacher interviews, and artifacts.  
Research questions under investigation include:  
1. How do messages novice teachers receive communicate what was valued inside the 
K-1 inquiry classroom? 
2. How do these novice teachers become inquiry teachers and show and develop 
dispositions and habits of reflective thinking as they implement an inquiry-based 
emergent curriculum? 
3. How do these novice teachers use their practice of documentation to see, think, 




As a means of framing the experiences and thinking processes of novice teachers as they 
used inquiry-based practices, Dewey’s (1904, 1933, 1938b) theories of inquiry, teacher growth in 
relation to theory and practice, and progressive education will be used as key theoretical lenses. 
Progressive education is Dewey’s answer for achieving the democratic aims of education by 
producing citizens with intellectual habits of mind. These aims are fulfilled through means of 
social cohesion and student-centered educative experiences (Dewey, 1899, 1902, 1916, 1938a). 
Inquiry-based learning is a socioconstructivist approach and inherently democratic as learners 
inside inquiry classrooms are positioned as protagonists, not merely objects to be filled with 
knowledge in the teacher-learner dyad (Freire, 1970).  
Dewey (1904) contends a teacher’s own ability to question, theorize, investigate, and put 
this habit of mind into actionable form is what enables teacher growth pragmatically in 
classrooms. Furthermore, Dewey and Dewey (1915) and Dewey (1938a) state, as designers of 
educative experiences, teachers must possess an intellectual regard for the interests of learners to 
provide structure and continuity, whilst remaining empirically grounded. Therefore, it is worthy 
to investigate novice teachers’ inquiry stances as they become inquiry teachers.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine novice teachers’ experiences and investigate 
their processes as they learn to implement inquiry-based methods of instruction. The learning 
experienced by these novice teachers provides an empirical basis for a core curriculum of 
knowledge, skills, and understandings needed for becoming an inquiry teacher. The 
identification of curricular goals and instructional practices present in the mentoring of the 
novice teachers brings a practice-based view of learning to implement inquiry-based methods 




progressive education into conversation with the practice-based elements of learning to 
implement inquiry-based learning.  
In this study, I focused on the adult inquiry stance (i.e., dispositions and reflective 
thinking habits) related to teachers facilitating child inquiry. Inquiry cycles are instructional unit 
organizers, in which curricula is designed using interdisciplinary “big ideas” and questions 
relevant to the lives of learners. Inquiries follow a basic cycle of see, think, wonder, and 
investigate-act. Various published inquiry frameworks offer details and suggestions on how each 
phase can be lived out in classrooms. In addition, inquiry in classrooms exists on a spectrum 
ranging from pure discovery learning activities to closed experiments in which procedures are 
fixed and outcomes predetermined. In this study inquiry-based learning refers to wonderings 
relevant to the group’s lived experience, in which theories, questions, hypotheses, investigations, 
and plans for further action are formed and undertaken through experiential, collaborative, and 
dialogic learning engagements. I use the term inquiry in reference to a thoughtful and ordered 
seeking of conclusions that direct future action. 
Additionally, I seek to create a better understanding of the relationship between 
documentation habits and a teacher-child coconstructed curriculum. In this research, I investigate 
how documentation is used as an inquiry framework at the adult level to describe teachers’ 
inquiry stance and use of inquiry-based curriculum and instructional practices. My working 
hypothesis is the more keenly aware of children’s competencies and interests teachers are, the 
more likely teachers will be to cocreate learning experiences with children. This is not a study of 
internal or structural barriers teachers experience when using inquiry-based methods of 




becoming inquiry teachers. I seek to illuminate the relationship between teachers’ patterns of 
documentation use and how they approach inquiry as an instructional method in the classroom. 
In this case study, I examined the lived experiences of novice teachers hired or placed to 
teach in an inquiry-based K-1 classroom. The phenomena of becoming an inquiry teacher was 
studied across 6 months in which two co-teachers and one student teacher were expected to 
implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum alongside the K-1 head teacher. During this 
study, teachers were tasked with collecting and using documentation to get to know children, 
instructional planning, and as a communication and evaluation tool. Teachers also curated 
documentation panels representing classroom inquiries, which required them to consolidate their 
thinking and raw documentation.  
The Setting 
The focal participants in this study included four K-1 teachers (two part-time co-teachers 
who share in the teaching responsibilities under the direction of the head teacher, one student 
teacher, and one experienced head teacher) from a large midwestern university’s College of 
Education laboratory school, the Joyful Spiral Co-Lab (JSC). The JSC has a long history of using 
the Project Approach to develop projects. For more than 10 years, JSC has also found inspiration 
in the theories and practices of the Reggio Emilia approach. In recent years, the K-1 head teacher 
has stopped following the three-phase Project Approach framework (Helm & Katz, 2009) in 
favor of a more emergent curriculum approach for developing projects. The JSC was the best 
case context for this study because of their use of inquiry-based practices and the regular practice 






Early Childhood Education  
In early childhood classrooms serving children between the ages of 3 and 8, there is a 
tradition of considering the whole child in terms of physical, social-emotional, intellectual, and 
academic development (National Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 
2009a). Providing experiential learning based on the unique capacities of young children was 
central to the creation of early childhood education in 19th-century German kindergartens 
(Froebel, 1912).  
Shared lenses on education. Twentieth-century progressive education and open 
schooling movements in the United States and Britain likewise valued emergent, experiential, 
and relevant educative experiences and sought to extend a holistic education to learners beyond 
the early years (Dewey, 1902; Froebel, 1912; Silberman, 1973; Spodek & Walberg, 1975). 
Today’s call in the United States for pedagogies based in a social-constructivist learning theory, 
such as Partnerships for 21st Century Learning (P21) and the Science of Learning and 
Development (SoLD), echo a Deweyan progressive education (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019). 
These stress the importance of a socially relevant curriculum for learners and draw upon inquiry 
cycles as pedagogical method (Bruner, 1996; Dewey, 1938; Moll, 2004; P21, 2002, 2016; Piaget 
& Inhelder, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978).  
Calls for inquiry-based practices at all levels of education are currently heard across 
disciplines and social strata (Bruner, 1996; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Smith, 2015). They 
are coming from educational theorists and empirically grounded classroom researchers, 
policymaking organizations, and those concerned with issues of equity and childhood rights 




Education [ISBE], 2017a, 2017b; NAEYC, 2009; P21, 2002, 2016; Piaget & Inhelder, 2000; 
Pianta et al., 2005; Smith, 2015; UNCRC, 1989; Wall, 2017; White, 2007).  
Emergent curriculum. Early childhood settings often develop emergent curricula using 
cycles of inquiry at the level of the adult and child (Stacey, 2009). An emergent curriculum 
refers to content learning that is not strictly paced or predetermined. In an emergent curriculum 
some sequencing of learning is expected since disciplines have inherent organizing structures. It 
is important to note a standards-based and emergent curriculum are not mutually exclusive. For 
example, grade-band state standards do not dictate an order or method that content must be 
taught. However, the adoption of a boxed curriculum that meets all the grade level standards 
does contain a set scope and sequence to be followed; this approach is no longer emergent. The 
practice of using a cycle of inquiry to develop projects in which learners and teachers collaborate 
in a shared process of interdisciplinary noticing, thinking, wondering, and finding out is 
commonly referred to as project work and is an example of an inquiry-based emergent 
curriculum (Katz & Chard, 2000; Kilpatrick, 1918; Stacey, 2009). In early childhood education, 
there is support for experiential pedagogies that teach relevant standards-based curricula. Despite 
this fact, case study and big data research on classroom quality show elements of inquiry-based 
teacher-child instructional interactions are not the norm in P-3 settings (Cabell, DeCoster, 
LoCasale-Crouch, Hamre, & Pianta, 2013; Habók & Nagy, 2016; Hamre et al., 2013; Hertzog, 
2007).  
Reggio Emilia 
Educators worldwide are drawn to the example of progressive education set by the 
municipal infant-toddler, preschool, and primary schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy (Project Zero, 




for its democratic ideals and pedagogy informed by progressive education (Hall et al., 2010). In 
addition, a distinctive northern Italian sociocultural history, postmodernist paradigm, and use of 
aesthetics makes these schools in Reggio Emilia, Italy uniquely the Reggio Emilia Educational 
Project (Ceppi & Zini, 1998; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012; Moss, 2007). Like-minded 
colleagues who study the approach and recontextualize the work of these innovative educators 
for their own purposes and settings are aptly called Reggio Emilia-inspired. Reggio Emilia-
inspired schools like JSC self-identify, as no accrediting organization exists. Many Reggio 
Emilia-inspired schools and educators including JSC are members of the North America Reggio 
Emilia Alliance (NAREA), which hosts conferences and disseminates information on the Reggio 
Emilia approach.  
Pedagogical documentation is a process of collecting classroom moments that involves 
collective reviewing and reflecting. This process generates new understandings from classroom 
happenings and has curricular and communicative significance. Often classroom artifacts paired 
with teacher interpretations are used to create documentation panels that tell the story of 
classroom inquiries. The form of pedagogical documentation found in the Reggio Emilia schools 
is well regarded and recognized as highly developed (Krechevsky, Mardell, Rivard, & Wilson, 
2013). Their documentation practice has been studied and adapted by others seeking to enact 
schooling practices with a shared democratic progressive education philosophy (Helm & Katz, 
2009; Kroll & Meier, 2018; Project Zero, 2003). In this study, I sought to better understand the 
relationship between novice teachers’ inquiry stances, their practice of documentation, and their 
enactment of inquiry-based instruction.  
While many formal documentation protocols exist, it is not uncommon for those who 




Kroll & Meier, 2018). In this study, no formal documentation protocol was used by teachers in 
regular meetings. Supported by regular one-on-one meetings, a collaborative inquiry cycle of 
noticing, theorizing, questioning, and action-oriented planning with the head teacher and novice 
teachers was recognized across weeks and months. In purpose and form, the documentation 
collected and created by teachers in this study is informed by the pedagogical documentation 
practices of the Reggio Emilia approach as researched by Project Zero (Krechevsky et al., 2013). 
The practice of pedagogical documentation has been shown to generate fresh contextual 
understandings and is where a teacher’s inquiry stance and image of the child intersect (Kocher, 
2008). In this study, the practice of pedagogical documentation is under investigation with regard 
to teachers’ inquiry stances and use of inquiry-based practices. 
Significance of Study 
There is a need to prepare teachers for a changing educational landscape as more schools 
and states are adopting and mandating the use of inquiry-based instruction alongside curricular 
mandates (ISBE, 2017a, 2017b; NGSS Lead States, 2013; National Research Council, 2012). 
This study sought to bring into focus novice teachers’ inquiry stance with regard to 
coconstructed practices like inquiry-based learning and pedagogical documentation. Additional 
empirical understandings about how novice teachers engage with inquiry-based pedagogies will 
inform education initiatives geared at promoting inquiry practices. 
 Democratic schooling practices continue to be championed by policymakers, as seen by 
the adoption of inquiry methods of instruction in the Illinois state standards (ISBE, 2017a, 
2017b). Thus, the teaching profession needs empirically supported understandings about how 
novice teachers build dispositions, knowledge, and skills that align with the use of inquiry in P-




in inquiry-based classrooms will support future teacher preparation efforts. Previous work (mine 
and other researchers) examining classroom power structures and process features in relation to 
project work will be expanded upon by studying the ways novice teachers build their inquiry 
stance, identity and agency, and pedagogical skills in this inquiry-based classroom (Bernstein, 
2001; Cordoba & Sanders-Smith 2018; Malaguzzi, 1994; Morais, 2002; Smith, 2015; Sriprakash, 
2010). Furthermore, understanding more about the ways in which teachers enact critical 
pedagogies, (e.g., coconstructed inquiry-based curriculum) inside schools is essential for the 
development of participatory and democratic classrooms toward a more socially justice world 
(Bell, 2010; Cowden, 2016; de Kruif, McWilliam, Ridley, & Wakely, 2000; Delpit, 2012; 
Dewey, 1904; Freire, 1970; Helm & Katz, 2009; Holm, 2011; ISBE, 2017b; Kanter & 
Konstantopoulos, 2010). Moreover, this study serves to further conceptualize documentation as a 
democratic mode of knowing and as a contextually based school practice with the potential to 





CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
This literature review takes a funnel approach by starting broadly with child and 
childhood constructs to gain a larger perspective on how children as a group are thought of and 
how their rights have been provided for inside and outside of schools. This wider view of 
childhood provides a sociological lens by which to consider various educational philosophies, 
theories, programs, and teacher-child interactions. As the funnel narrows, I take an in-depth look 
at the indicators of quality early childhood education (ECE) programs serving children ages 3 
through 8.  
In recent decades, there has been an abundance of research dedicated to showing the 
benefits of quality ECE longitudinally; studies have tried to identify and link key elements and 
specific thresholds of high-quality ECE (Burchinal, Vandergrift, Pianta, & Mashburn, 2010; 
Fleer, 2010; Howes et al., 2008; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
Early Child Care Research Network (NICHD ECCRN, 2002, 2005). During this time, public 
attention has increased, and the research and policy conversations have largely moved on from 
questioning the benefits of ECE to inquiries into how benefits may be best achieved. The 
literature funnel narrows further, as more research and evaluations are being done at the 
classroom level on curriculum and instruction with a focus on educational aims identified as 
21st-century skills such as critical thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity, and social 
and emotional development (Bell, 2010; Chu, Reynolds, Tavares, Notari, & Lee, 2017; Darling-
Hammond et al., 2019; Pianta & Hamre, 2009; Partnership for 21st Century Learning [P21], 
2016). The global emphasis on transversal and soft skills in our changing world has generated 




methods, and processes described as being sociocultural, democratic, or socioconstructivist in 
nature (Dewey, 1938a; Kokotasaki, Menzies, & Wiggins, 2016; Kyllonen, 2012; Sriprakash, 
2010). This study is situated within the literature on educative experiences, while childhood 
constructs and indicators for quality ECE are the philosophical, theoretical, and research 
foundations upon which inquiry-based learning rest. 
This literature review is organized into three categories: (a) child and childhood 
constructs, (b) quality indicators of early childhood programs and classroom features, and (c) 
educative experiences.  
Child and Childhood Constructs 
The socially constructed and controlled image of the child and childhood differs across 
time and place, while the concept of children as biologically different from adults holds steady 
(Arendt, 1954; Cowden, 2016; Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000; Moss, 2010; Wall, 2017; Young-
Bruehl, 2012). The socially charged word child is often used in reference to people who are seen 
as irrational or lacking agency. For example, there was a historically racist practice of addressing 
Black males as “boy” in the Southern United States, regardless of age (Cowden, 2016; 
Takanisha, 1978).  
Childhood Studies 
Wyness (2012, 2015) has traced varying conceptions in childhood studies that have 
traditionally viewed childhood in relation to adult society (e.g., materialist analysis and 
motherhood, childhood as an abstraction as in radical social constructionism, and childhood as 
both a social construction and a state that can be studied through a number of boundaries that 




Children. Children through time have been conceived as property; clay to be molded; 
impressionable treasures; or wild things to be formed, protected, and controlled (Lascarides & 
Hinitz, 2000; Rousseau, 1979; Young-Bruehl, 2012). The typecasting of children creates a 
pseudo-image of children as a group and prevents adults from recognizing and responding to 
children as individuals. Malaguzzi (2012) said of society’s failure to secure a real image of 
childhood: 
Instead, during this delay, metaphors and images reemerge, portraying childhood 
in one of two extreme ways: as blank, powerless, and entirely shaped by adults, or 
on the other hand, autonomously capable of gaining control of the adult world. 
We have not correctly legitimized a culture of childhood, and the consequences 
are seen in all our social, economic, and political choices and investments. It is a 
typical, frightening example of offence and betrayal of human resources. (p. 53) 
 Children as rights-holders. Rights are considered to be political in nature because 
governmental bodies are often charged with granting and protecting rights (Cowden, 2016; Wall, 
2008, 2017). The issue of who bears rights and what rights are protected is an evolving question 
in societies (e.g., abolishing slavery in the United States, women’s suffrage worldwide, and a 
child’s right to be seen and heard). One lens concerning who are rights-holders and the 
justification for extending rights is will theory, which views rights as a means for protecting 
individual choice and uses competency as a measure for who can be rights-holders (Cowden, 
2016; Robeyns, 2006; Wall, 2017; Wyness, 2015). The second view, interest theory, extends 
rights on the basis of best interest and holds those with the least power or free will are most in 
need of rights protection and security. For example, going to school is a right, not based on 




2017; Wyness, 2015). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Children (UNCRC) 
identifies provision, protection, and participation as cross-cultural rights all children are entitled 
to (United Nations, 1989; United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, 2017). The 
United States has not ratified the UNCRC (Human Rights Watch, 2009). There is some debate in 
the literature on children’s rights about the ways in which the UNCRC helps and harms the 
children’s rights movement with regard to education (Lyle, 2014; Parnell & Lorio, 2016; 
Quennerstedt, 2011). 
 Quennerstedt’s (2010) meta-analysis of studies focusing on constructions of children’s 
rights in education found the issue of rights to participation was a feature in most studies and 
often conceived of as child agency. The literature approaches child agency as either an 
unmediated child’s voice and participatory choices or child agency as arising from 
intergenerational relationships in which the child’s voice is heard and acknowledged (Jones & 
Welch, 2018; Wyness, 2015). Wyness (2015) contended the latter “challenges a zero-sum 
conception of power” (p. 9) and suggested “agency is not simply an autonomous space in which 
children are free to make choices. Children are implicated within networks and hierarchies of 
power” (p. 10). This is an image of the agentic child: A social actor and full member of society 
by virtue of their actions’ impacts in various social contexts. Conceptualizations in childhood 
studies that tend to ignore developmental and cognitive theories as prerequisites for agency favor 
the view of agency as an intergenerational and negotiated process. 
 Empirical studies have shown the complex social maneuvering children engage in with 
peers, younger, and older people. Corsaro (2012) showed how children’s means of initiating and 
sustaining play with peers goes beyond direct application of internalized adult socialization 




context. Corsaro and others are building support for an image of the child as capable protagonists 
with the competence to integrate, not just regurgitate, norms of society (Berthelsen & Brownlee, 
2005; Lundy & Cook-Sather, 2015; Sargeant & Gillett-Swan, 2015). Children as socially 
oriented and agentic actors is a key consideration inside classrooms. When considering inquiry 
classrooms as microsocieties in which democratic living and participation are prerequisites for 
intellectual and academic learning, children’s social emotional learning is essential (Manning, 
Szecsi, Geiken, Dykstra Van Meeteren, & Kato, 2009). 
Teacher-Child Interaction Constructs 
 The ways teachers and children interact inside classrooms is rooted in the social and 
professional. Widger and Schofield (2012) showed teachers’ decisions of whether to and when to 
interact with children closely aligned with the philosophic framework of their program making 
“tension between developmental theory and sociocultural perspective . . . unproblematic” (p. 32). 
Widger and Schofield (2012) revealed the strong association between beliefs and practice, while 
suggesting dichotomies between learning theories and societal power dynamics became 
irrelevant in light of a strong philosophical framework. This work was significant because it 
found teachers working in programs with guiding philosophical frameworks were more likely to 
be articulate and deliberate about their interactions with children. Support for Widger and 
Schofield’s findings that well-defined theoretical beliefs and understandings affect practice 
within classrooms is seen in Berthelsen and Brownlee’s (2005) work on teachers’ epistemology 
of children’s learning and rights to participation. Using a socioconstructivist lens, Berthelsen and 
Brownlee (2005) found teachers’ abilities to identify learning situations in which rights to 




beliefs” (p. 54). However, no conclusions were drawn about why different levels existed, only 
that they did.  
As with the studies mentioned above, a trend in the literature can be seen in the use of 
sociocultural theoretical frameworks as a means of organizing and interpreting teacher-child 
interactions (Moll, 2004). Using a Vygotskian (1979) lens for their research approach, Trawick-
Smith and Dziurgot (2011) studied teachers’ natural tendency towards “good-fit” interactions in 
what they described as “traditional, play-based, Piagetian-influenced” (p. 112) programs, finding 
the occurrence of “good-fit” interactions “ranged from 37%-67%” (p. 122), depending on the 
individual teacher’s education and experience. In the effort to better understand and predict 
teacher-child interactions, this research suggests teachers who start with more significant 
theoretical and subject-matter expertise continue to grow in their good-fit interactions as they 
gain professional experience. 
Thijs, Koomen, Roorda, and Hagen (2011) applied an interpersonal theoretical approach 
when analyzing interactions and found teacher and child interactions were complementary. Thijs 
et al. (2011) found interpersonal theory to be a valid predictor of both the teacher’s and child’s 
behavior during interactions. Yet, Trawick-Smith and Dziurgot (2011) found teachers to be 
inefficient at “naturally” judging when to engage and how much support to give a child. One 
must contemplate the balance of professional judgment and naturalistic behaviors responsible for 
teacher-child interactions and the factors affecting that balance. Using interpersonal theory as 
another lens in which to view teacher-child interactions helps to ground education in the natural 
world. Caution should be used, considering the “complementarity principle predominantly 
applies to interactions in relatively unstructured situations” (Thijs et al., 2011, p. 35), which is 




the situation. These studies serve as examples of two distinct constructs from which teacher-child 
interactions can be understood as one using sociocultural learning theory and the other 
interpersonal theory.  
A third consideration for teacher-child interactions and pedagogical practices is 
sociological. Smith’s (2015) book deconstructed class-based pedagogy through a close 
examination of pedagogical practices in two Head Start programs. One program was 
characterized as a play-based program and the other inspired by the sociocultural and democratic 
pedagogy of the Reggio Emilia approach. Smith found children attending the philosophically 
grounded program, one using a socioconstructivist approach for their emergent curriculum, had 
quantitatively and qualitatively stronger academic and intellectual development than their peers 
at the play-based program. These same findings have been previously documented in rural and 
urban schools serving children and families living below the poverty line (Dewey & Dewey, 
1915; Massey, Pence, Justice, & Bowles, 2008) and echoed in Kroll and Meier’s (2018) 
Research Stories From Urban Centers. In schools using socioconstructivist approaches, such as 
inquiry-based learning, teacher-child interactions are characterized by the coconstruction of 
knowledge as opposed to the teacher in the role of sole knowledge holder (M. G. Brooks & 
Brooks, 1999). Unfortunately, highly philosophical and theoretically based socioconstructivist 
approaches to education are more commonly found in schools serving children and families with 
higher social and economic status (Smith, 2015).  
As a whole, the literature on teacher-child interactions indicates teachers with less 
defined beliefs about their exchanges were less likely to identify and practice consistent types of 
interactions. Teachers working in child-centered programs with well-defined philosophical 




inspired schools, had well-articulated beliefs and corresponding practices. This suggests 
program-level philosophical beliefs or the lack of defined philosophical and theoretical frames 
indeed influence teacher beliefs and practice. These finding support the notion of congruency 
between teachers’ stated beliefs, reported instructional activities, program focus, and observed 
practice, although congruency does not always equate to developmentally appropriate or high-
quality interactions (McCarty, Abbott-Shim, & Lambert, 2001; Vartuli, 1999). Research into the 
effects of program-level beliefs on teacher-child interactions, teachers’ beliefs, and instructional 
practice could help create a deeper understanding of the constructs of teacher-child interactions. 
The variety of lenses found in the literature on teacher-child interactions suggests how 
researchers understand and explain teacher-child interactions is as dynamic as the act itself.  
Dimensions of teacher-child interactions. There is consensus across the literature for 
categorizing teacher-child interactions into broad categories with indicators. Researchers have 
used different names and descriptors in their effort to operationalize the construct. The broad and 
varied categories the literature has used to identify types of teacher-child interactions has been 
continuously refined over the last two decades of research. De Kruif et al. (2000) conducted a 
seminal and robust study classifying types of teacher interaction behaviors across 63 early 
childhood classrooms by identifying and tracking the occurrence of eight interaction types: 
redirects, introduces, elaborates, follows, informs, acknowledges, praises, and affect. The 
frequency of teacher-child interactions was then used to cluster teachers into four categories: 
average, elaborative, controlling, and non-elaborative. This work became vital for its 
thoroughness and use of observed teacher-child interactions, program features, and teacher 
demographics. Scholars have linked this work to the nature and quality of teacher-child 




child interactions, Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre (2004), in a multistate study on program, 
classroom, and teacher features, developed a single instrument for observing teacher-child 
interactions: the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS).  
The teaching through interactions framework that has evolved from the CLASS 
instrument is grounded in the conception of teacher-child interactions as the prime element 
driving learning and a belief that effective teaching centers practice around active engagement 
with children in a prepared learning environment (Hamre & Pianta 2007; Hamre et al., 2013; 
Hamre, Hatfield, Pianta, & Jamil, 2014).  
Quality instructional interactions across studies have been identified and show agreeance 
that teachers who participated in more dialogical feedback loops with children, seen in a balance 
of teacher and child talk, also asked more open-ended questions and expanded upon activities 
children were already engaged in (de Kruif et al., 2000; Pianta et al., 2005). These teachers also 
tended to use less direct instruction and redirection techniques (de Kruif et al., 2000; Pianta et al., 
2005; NAEYC, 2009a; NRC, 2012). Teacher-child instructional interactions observed through 
concept development, quality of feedback, and language modeling, as described by CLASS, have 
become a focus in current research and early childhood teacher preparation (Hamre et al., 2013; 
NAEYC, 2009b). The construct of teacher-child interactions in terms of identifying and 
categorizing observable behaviors is being operationalized and linked to outcomes throughout 
the research.  
This shift in research agendas focusing on instructional interactions in early childhood 
settings is continuing to show the importance of quality instructional supports on intellectual and 
academic outcomes for young children. Researchers have made progress in this area with the 




does not always translate into higher quality instructional interactions (Cabell et al., 2013; 
Hamre, 2014; Justice, Mashburn, Hamre, & Pianta, 2008; Smith, 2013). Research is increasingly 
showing how the approach to curriculum matters and that it is closely linked to specific types of 
teacher-child instructional interactions (Smith, 2013; Vartuli, Bolz, & Wilson, 2014).   
Parsing apart the nested nature of quality teacher-child interactions in terms of what is 
taught (curriculum) and how it is taught (instruction) through has been a focus of research 
(Cabell et al., 2013; Mantzicopoulos, Patrick, Strati, & Watson, 2017; Vartuli et al., 2014). The 
how of learning is instructional methods and interactions reflecting learning theories or 
educational aims. The what of learning is the curricular content to be learned inside classrooms. 
The two meet inside classrooms that are heavily mediated by sociocultural norms.  
Teacher beliefs. Pajares’ (1992) meta-analysis traced the research on teacher beliefs 
from an input-output approach. This approach stalled at describing teacher typologies through 
the turn to a hermeneutic tradition, which began looking at the phenomena as interactional. 
Pajares described research on teacher beliefs as a messy construct because different words have 
been used across the research for decades. 
In Maxson and Sindelar’s (1998) account of descriptions and specific words used for 
images of teaching, they suggested researchers’ theoretical orientation determines word choices 
such as schemata or perspective, and that the terms essentially referred to the same thing: 
teachers’ beliefs about teaching. Maxson and Sindelar (1998) transparently shared that the use of 
the term image in their study reflected “a constructivist orientation, and represents ideas or 
notions we carry around in our mind about the ways things ought to look and operate . . . and 
guide our practice and action” (p. 7). Malaguzzi’s (1994) image of the child theory is an example 




Likewise, Pajares (1992) found the terms images, attitudes, values, preconceptions, 
theories, and beliefs to be used interchangeably in the literature and suggested a definition shared 
across authors was “a proposition that is accepted as true by the individual holding the belief” (p. 
106). Aldemir and Sezer (2009) made a slight distinction, stating, “Images are reflections of 
one’s beliefs” (p. 106). Interestingly, I noticed a tendency by researchers to use image in relation 
to nouns, specifically people (e.g., the image of teachers and children). The word belief was often 
used regarding verbs performed: for example, teaching, learning, etc. (Aldemir & Sezer, 2009; 
Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996)  
Large scale experimental design and qualitative studies have used metaphor analysis and 
visual cultural studies to link teachers’ images of teachers and beliefs about teaching and 
learning to particular instructional views such as teacher-centered transmission models or child-
centered socioconstructivist models (Aldemir & Sezer, 2009; Johnson, 2016; Maxson & 
Sindelar, 1998; Thompson, 2016). Hamre et al. (2012) extended this research to include 
professional development linked to beliefs, knowledge, and observed practice. Other methods 
used in the literature on teacher beliefs include open-ended interviews, observation, and 
responses to dilemmas and vignettes, but rarely is a range of methods employed (Pajares, 1992). 
Scholars have suggested future research into beliefs requires assessments of what individuals 
say, intend, and do; thus, teachers’ communicative expressions, predisposition to action, and 
teaching behavior must all be included when assessing beliefs (Aldemir & Sezer, 2009; Hamre et 
al., 2012; Richardson, 1996). Scholars often conduct research with preservice teachers in teacher 
education programs, trying to shift beliefs about teachers and teaching to those aligning with a 
socioconstructivist learning theory (Richardson, 1996). It has been suggested one’s values or 




Early Childhood Program Features 
This section explores the literature on the process and structural features of early 
childhood programs and classrooms. Process and structural features are commonly used by 
researchers and policymakers to evaluate the quality of early childhood programs and teaching to 
establish and define the role of each and gain an appreciation for what is important to the broader 
field. This is followed by a discussion of research using Bernstein’s code theory and symbolic 
control of pedagogy. I surveyed this qualitative and sociologically framed body of literature for a 
theoretical lens offering greater nuance into classroom interactions than is found in the mostly 
quantitative literature on classroom processes and structural features.  
Structural Features of Early Childhood Programs 
The growth of early childhood programs in our country has produced uncertainty and 
debate about the need for specific structural features and the features’ impact on academic and 
social gains made in high-quality programs (Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008). 
Examples of these structural features are teacher credentials, length of school day, adult-child 
ratio, and classroom environment, including resources and learning spaces (Howes et al., 2008; 
Mashburn et al., 2008).  
The contention concerning structural features can be viewed through two major studies, 
both of which conducted a meta-analysis of data collected by the National Center for Early 
Development and Learning, the Multi-State Study of Pre-Kindergarten, and the State-Wide Early 
Education Programs Study. Mashburn et al. (2008) and Howes et al. (2008) examined the impact 
on children’s gains in academic and social skills associated with quality measures of structural 




between structural features and student outcomes, yet there are differences in the tenor of their 
reporting and conclusions as to why. Mashburn et al. (2008) shared with a measured tone:  
Findings indicate that despite their relevance to discussions of program development and 
quality, none of the minimum standards recommended by National Institute for Early 
Education Research or the nine-item NIEER quality index (NIEER, Barnett et al., 2004), 
were consistently associated with measures of academic, language, and social 
development. (p. 742)  
Howes et al. (2008), with the same finding, used a more accusatory tone when reporting: 
All of the states included in our sample had well-articulated structural program standards 
intended to ensure quality in these programs. Apparently having such standards in place 
did not assure high levels of classroom quality or children’s gains. (p. 46) 
Remarkably, although similar findings were reported in this quantitative literature, 
different assertions were made in the discussion sections. Mashburn et al. (2008) concluded no 
correlative evidence could be a result of minimum standards being commonplace in mature, 
well-funded, state-run programs. They suggested structural features contribute to an ecological 
level by creating an environment in which high-quality teacher-child interactions can take place 
(Mashburn et al., 2008). This conclusion leaves room for dissent, considering programs in both 
studies scoring moderate to high on structural feature measures (e.g., NIEER and ECERS-R) 
failed to have high ratings on process dimensions, particularly instructional supports as measured 
by Pianta et al.’s (2005) Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Howes et al., 2008; 
Mashburn et al., 2008). Howes et al. (2008) suggested: 
Setting standards for aspects such as teacher credentials or number of children per adult 




structural features including teacher training for these programs that actually contribute to 
effective teaching and child gains. (p. 46) 
Vastly different conclusions over the importance of structural features reveal a spectrum in the 
literature. One side of the spectrum declared ubiquitous structural standards as the foundation of 
high-quality programs, while the other rejects that a baseline of structural features matters for 
quality process features correlating to gains in the five areas of child development. While 
Mashburn et al. were likely correct in their assumption of and advocacy for baseline structural 
features in early childhood settings, Howes et al. (2008) were equally wise by calling on the 
research community to differentiate between structural features that do support and those that 
may be unintentional barriers to quality and access. The research community has put a lot of 
effort into finding out what will boost quality teacher-child interactions since programs with 
structurally sound ecological factors do not automatically result in effective teacher-child 
interactions simply by being in place.  
Process features of early childhood programs. Counter to the lingering questions over 
structural features’ impact, findings throughout the literature agree teacher-child interactions 
have causational impacts on children’s academic, social, and language development. Process 
features refer to all teacher-child interactions that are social, emotional, organizational, and 
instructional in nature. The basic conceptualization stated above provides a broad definition for 
understanding teacher-child interactions within classrooms, although terminology and 
dimensions being measured have been different across the literature. Consensus on the 
importance of teacher-child interactions has opened the research field in this area and provided 
policymakers with a new area of focus. In the Howes et al. (2008) study, “Children’s gains could 




relationships and amount of exposure to certain areas of instruction” (p. 45). Mashburn et al. 
(2008) agreed, finding “the measure of pre-K quality that was most consistently and strongly 
associated with children’s development was dimensions of teacher–child interactions that 
children directly experienced in classrooms” (p. 743). The literature on process features has 
shown how a variety of classroom-level teacher-child interactions impacts elements of children’s 
social-emotional, intellectual, and academic development.  
After 2005, much of the literature on process features began using the CLASS as a means 
of measuring and observing teacher-child interactions. The CLASS is an observational 
evaluation tool that measures classroom quality based on three dimensions of teacher-child 
interactions: emotional, organizational, and instructional support (Pianta et al., 2004). Various 
methods of unpacking and associating domains of interactions, indicators, and dimensions of 
interactions, and child outcomes are significant in understanding correlations and how the layers 
fit together. Hamre et al. (2014) traced how teacher-child interaction factors impacted children’s 
social-emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development and matched general responsive 
teaching factors to children’s development across all domains. The literature has shown support 
for the claim teacher-child interactions are predictive of child outcomes.  
The literature makes a strong case for responsive teacher-child interactions as a major 
contributor to a range of children’s experiences inside a classroom. These improved experiences 
range from better instruction to higher engagement rates. Having more traditional views about 
teaching (adult-centered, rather than child centered) were associated with lower instructional 
support (Downer, Sabol, & Hamre, 2010; Pianta et al., 2005). In these examples, we see how the 
domains of emotional and instructional support in teacher-child interactions are mutually 




Teacher-child interactions, in addition to becoming a filter for locating quality, are a 
means for deconstructing classroom curricular patterns in efforts to better understand how and 
when quality teaching takes place. For instance, Fleer’s (2010) examination of Goulart and 
Roth’s (2009) conception of an emergent curriculum in science education highlighted process 
features used in the collective construction of curriculum as a means for building theoretical 
knowledge in the early years. Fleer’s (2010) findings that “pedagogical techniques, which give 
voice and agency to children, must be found” (p. 570) in the construction of the curriculum, is an 
example of teacher-child interactions linked to types of practice.  
Other researchers have used teacher-child interactions as a means of detecting 
instructional patterns in classrooms. Unfortunately, researchers have agreed effective 
instructional support interactions occur at low rates across the day (Cabell et al., 2013; 
Dickinson, Darrow, & Tinubu, 2008; Massey et al., 2008). Cabell et al. (2013) concluded, “With 
regard to the effectiveness of literacy-focused instructions, the lack of differences among free 
choice, meals, and routines in settings is troubling” (p. 827). Pianta and Hamre (2009) 
summarized the state of teacher-child interactions from two large national studies conducted 
longitudinally over 10 years: 
The average child is exposed to moderate levels of emotional support and classroom 
organization and to fairly low levels of instructional support throughout preschool and 
elementary school (Early et al., 2005; Early Child Care Research Network [ECCRN], 
2005; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2002; 
Pianta et al., 2005; Pianta et al., 2008). (p. 114) 
The literature makes a strong case that process features or teacher-child interactions are 




identified as high quality structurally do not necessarily have high-quality teacher-child 
interactions. Research with an increased focus on teacher-child interactions is a positive trend in 
the literature. The Measure of Effective Teaching (MET) Project, a research group supported by 
the Gates Foundation, found observational measurement tools to be the most reliable and stable 
method for collecting teacher-child interaction data (Cantrell & Kane, 2013). According to 
Howes et al. (2008): 
When evaluating the relative value of certain aspects of classroom processes for 
children’s learning in that classroom, observations of direct experiences of the child are 
more powerful predictors than either teacher reports of those experiences or structural 
features of the classroom. (p. 46)  
Although observational measures that also assess classroom environments globally, such as the 
Early Childhood Classroom Observation Measure (Stipek & Byler, 2004) and the Framework for 
Teaching Observation Survey (Danielson, 2013) are in use, a bias exists in the early childhood 
literature in favor of using the CLASS observational tool (Cantrell & Kane, 2013; 
Mantzicopoulos et al., 2017; Pianta & Hamre, 2009).  
With methods of measurement and analysis improving, the literature using observational 
data has identified imbalances of specific process features present across classrooms and 
programs. Recent literature on classroom process features reveals a narrowing of research on 
teacher-child instructional interactions to discern and identify the degree to which curriculum, 
teacher, and child indicators contribute to high-quality interactions (Cabell et al., 2013; Hamre & 
Pianta, 2013; Justice et al., 2008; Vartuli et al., 2014). Previous research has shown the positive 
impacts quality teacher-child interactions have on preschool children’s emotional and academic 




large and small-scale studies, there are discrepancies between teacher evaluations on social-
emotional and management interactions and instructional interactions as seen through practices 
like language modeling (Cabell et al., 2013; Denny, Hallam, & Homer, 2012; Justice et al., 2008; 
Mantzicopoulos et al., 2017). Literature on specific curricula and instructional models that 
support the process features found in high-quality instructional interactions are discussed in the 
educative experiences section of this review. 
The literature on quality features of early childhood classrooms, while robust at showing 
the correlative evidence for and against structural and process features found at the program and 
classroom level, still remains too narrow and lacks nuance in terms of sociological influences. 
Thinking about various structural and process features of classrooms as closed off from their 
sociocultural influences limits our view to a cause and effect relationship of observable features 
and measurable outcomes. Ignoring the influential sociological forces at play inside classrooms 
cannot lead to sustainable changes. 
Classroom features at the micro level. A complementary body of literature exists 
within sociology that explores classrooms as sociostructural settings in which pedagogic practice 
is viewed as occurring along a continuum of cultural reproduction and production. Empirical 
researchers have generally used sociologist Basil Bernstein’s (1996) code theory concepts of 
classification and framing as a means of identifying and describing classroom practice and 
curricula (Bernstein, 1981, 1996, 2001; Sadovnik, 2009). The literature shows strong support for 
using Bernstein’s pedagogic codes of classification and framing as two interrelated lenses 
through which to analyze classrooms at the micro-level across international and national contexts 




I have conceived the term sociostructures as a means for describing observable 
sociologically framed classroom modalities and elements that encompass structural and process 
features discussed in the broader literature on early childhood quality. Using the term 
sociostructures to encapsulate quantitative and qualitative classroom features is an important 
extension and unification of how researchers can look into the world of individual classrooms.  
For instance, furniture such as an adult-sized chair next to a whiteboard at the left edge of 
a large group gathering space is an important classroom sociostructural feature that is evaluated 
based on its presence, size, and location when bound to the category of a structural feature. With 
the chair seen as only a structural feature, we learn very little about the chair’s use. We learn 
nothing about who has control over its use, when and how it is used, or the potential process 
features occurring at the chair due to its sociocultural importance as a site of symbolic control. 
To find out, we must spend time, observe, and mentally unbind the chair from its formal 
category of structural feature. With the chair now conceived as the bearer of a range of process 
features, it can be observed as a pedagogical site from whence we can evaluate how the chair is 
used, by whom, for what reason, whose purpose, and to what end, which can be asked of all 
sociostructural classroom features.  
The micro-level classroom happenings I refer to as sociostructures reference instruction, 
curricula, and structural elements affected by the social nature of cultural reproduction and 
production inside institutions that educate (Bernstein, 1996). Bernstein’s (1996) sociologically 
minded code theory positions schools as societal mirrors of inequality via their distribution of 
knowledge, resources, access, and acquisition. Bernstein’s code theory supports the empirical 
phenomena, suggesting progressive education is a pedagogy of the privileged despite the 




(Smith, 2015). My intention in the next section of this review is to highlight the empirical 
evidence and theoretical basis for inquiry-based learning as an exemplar of quality and moral 
teacher-child interactions (Burbules, 1993).  
Educative Experiences 
 The term educative experience is a Deweyan (1938a) phrase used to describe learning 
engagements that are student-centered (relevant) experiential learning engagements that connect 
to past and present experiences and subject matter learning and ensure future learning or growth. 
In the following review, educative experiences refer to instructional approaches that meet 
Dewey’s criteria and high-quality teacher-child interactions as described in the ECE literature 
(Hamre et al., 2013). 
Progressive Education 
Progressive schools are those founded upon a social justice intention where strong 
children, teachers, and the community at large collectively create educative experiences. This 
democratic orientation removes dysfunctional hierarchies between people and knowledge 
sources, strengthens relations between schools and the community, and employs 
socioconstructivist approaches for group and individual growth (Dewey, 1899, 1902, 1938a; 
Dewey & Dewey, 1915). Dewey (1899, 1916) thought it was crucial that life inside of school 
both mirror learning in the broader community and socialize individuals into a democracy of 
associated living in which individuals care, are cared for, and find value in participation. 
Ross (2014) reminded of Dewey’s (1916) assertion that the primary aim of education is 
“producing free human beings associated with one another on terms of equality” (p. 381), 
contends educational communities are responsible for supplying the conditions for social growth 




are organized by means that mirror these ideals. Dewey argued progressively organized schools 
were the solution for creating democratic social conditions and reaching the broadest cross-
section of society (Dewey, 1902, 1938a; Dewey & Dewey, 1915). Researchers and theorists have 
conceptualized progressive education and inquiry-based learning as a moral education enacted 
dialogically that acknowledges learners’ autonomy and capability (Burbules, 1993; Buzzelli, 
1996, 2015).  
Freedom and equality are philosophical theories that take shape and become the means of 
democracy when contextually and experientially considered. How communities seek democratic 
ideals by reorganizing means speaks to the temporality and multiplicity of Dewey's democracy. 
In effect, a society never fully becomes democratic. Rather, democracy is a collective enactment 
of democratic means in the process of becoming more democratic. Schools with democratic aims 
likewise never become democratic. Instead, they are organized in the pursuit of democracy, 
pushing forward in a progressive process of reflection and evolving means.  
 Inquiry-Based Learning 
High-quality instructional interactions are teacher-child interactions that promote social, 
intellectual, and academic development; many studies have highlighted learner-centric inquiry 
approaches as methods for providing high-quality social-emotional and instructional supports in 
classrooms (Bell, 2010; Darling-Hammond et al., 2008; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Helm & 
Katz, 2009; Holm, 2011; Kanter & Konstantopolous, 2010). Inquiry classrooms use a range of 
instructional elements as part of the large goal of seeking an intellectually ordered conclusion to 
questions asked (Thomas, 2000). For example, language modeling is a type of instructional 
support that includes practices and techniques embedded in inquiry approaches. These 




advanced vocabulary; and engaging in extended conversations with children) are known to 
accelerate language growth in children (J. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1993; Justice et al., 2008; Lee & 
Kinzie, 2012). 
In learner-centric classrooms, the curriculum reflects children’s lived experiences and 
interests through a process of shared inquires and investigations that produce coconstructed 
knowledge, not products (Dewey, 1899, 1902). Inquiry-based classrooms similarly reflect 
Dewey’s progressive pedagogy through active investigations, dialogical interactions, and 
collaborative work among students. Learner-centric inquiry-based methods of instruction are 
often described as constructivist approaches to education or applied approaches of constructivist 
learning theory. Constructivist learning theory is the belief learning is an active and internal 
process ultimately controlled by the learner (Battista, 1999; M. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1999).  
Claims exist that Dewey’s vision for progressive education and Kilpatrick’s (1918) work 
on project methods of instruction essentially equate to constructivist approaches to education 
(Habók & Nagy, 2016). Two important distinctions exist: The first lies in Dewey’s sociocultural 
theory of inquiry and the democratic aims of progressive education that cannot be separated from 
Dewey’s methods (Bentley & Dewey, 1949; Dewey, 1916, 1933, 1938a, 1938b). The second 
distinction is that constructivism is a learning theory about the internal thinking processes 
learners undertake when constructing understandings, which is separate from an applied 
educational approach (Battista, 1999; M. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Piaget, 1970). While 
Dewey’s progressive education and constructivist approaches often cohabitate, they are not 
synonymous.  
Let us now turn to the points of convergence found in the literature on inquiry-based 




realization of a constructivist approach inside classrooms begins with the following tenets: 
seeking and valuing students’ points of views, lessons structured to challenge and build upon 
what learners already know, relevance to lived experience, conceptual knowledge sought with 
discreet skills and facts learned by their relevance to the big idea, and authentic assessments 
embedded within investigations (J. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1993; Murdoch, 2019).  
Various inquiry-based frameworks share these characteristics, yet vary in length, content 
focus, target age group, and level of guided inquiry from discovery to structured application 
(Banchi & Bell, 2008). Examples of commonly used inquiry-based frameworks with primary and 
older students include project-based learning (Polman, 2000), problem-based learning (Barell, 
2006), and the International Baccalaureate’s units of inquiry, which use Murdoch’s (2015) 
inquiry-cycle (International Baccalaureate [IB], 2010; Murdoch, 2015). Early childhood 
classrooms in North America will often use the Project Approach or a more flexible and generic 
inquiry cycle resembling the approach used in Reggio Emilia for developing projects (Helm & 
Katz, 2009). The Project Approach is a framework for conducting in-depth investigations of 
worthy topics in which children build autonomy as they construct and negotiate meaning with 
members of the class (Helm & Katz, 2009). While constructivist ideas can be located within the 
Project Approach framework and the Reggio Emilia approach, their socioconstructivist emphasis 
aligns more with a Deweyan (1902) child-centered and Vygotskyan (1978) sociocultural 
conception of learning (Hertzog, 2007; John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Moll, 2004).  
Dewey’s (1938a) criteria for an educative experience can also be applied to the 
evaluation of worthy project topics such as the existence of continuity across interactions. 
Continuity is the principle that structures experiences for maximum meaning making now and in 




element is where infinite possibilities for future learning exist. Dewey advocated attending to the 
organizing structures within topics and big ideas when planning educative experiences because it 
is the reappearance of a discipline’s organizing structures at varying depths that becomes the 
thread of continuity across past and future experiences, making them educative. The Project 
Approach accounts for continuity through the creation of teacher anticipatory concept and 
content webs. These webs are means of discerning possibilities within topics and across 
subtopics, thus gaining a holistic view of the continuity a project offers (Helm & Katz, 2009). 
Dewey (1938a) supported a proactive approach to curriculum planning saying, “Arrange in 
advance for the kind of work which will create situations that of themselves tend to exercise 
control over what this, that, and the other pupil does and how he does it” (p. 57). 
Bruner’s (1996) description of a spiral curriculum that engages learners at an intuitive 
level before progressing to more abstract knowledge was yet another way to elucidate Dewey’s 
(1938a) principle for the introduction and later in-depth study of any subject through educative 
experiences. Projects are likewise grounded in children’s experiences built upon via artifacts, 
investigations, and site visits. Children’s how and why questions investigated throughout the 
project are later sought more abstractly from experts who are invited to the classroom. Inside 
inquiry classrooms, there is an emphasis on worthy topics for in-depth investigations in which 
various disciplines are used in the children’s collective quest to genuinely seek information or 
“find out” (Dewey, 1938a; Harris, 2015; Helm & Katz, p. 2). Dewey’s conception of an 
educative experience as the intersection of continuity and experiences resulting in educational 
growth across time is present in inquiry-based classrooms.  
While few in number, empirical studies focused on the Project Approach’s efficacy with 




have all shown positive benefits on children’s disposition for learning; this can be seen in student 
engagement and academic gains (Beneke & Ostrosky, 2008; Hertzog, 2007; Vartuli et al., 2014). 
These studies also identified common external and internal barriers faced by a teacher’s 
implementation of project work. Barriers include district curricular mandates and teacher beliefs 
about students (Beneke & Ostrosky, 2008; Hertzog, 2007; Vartuli et al., 2014). Much of the 
research specific to the Project Approach has been conducted in the Midwest, where interest, 
training, and sustained support for this inquiry-based framework has been great, in part due to 
Dr. Lilian Katz’s tenure at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
This brief review highlights the literature’s historical, theoretical, and empirical support 
for learner-centric inquiry-based practices across the curriculum and grade levels as a means for 
developing learners’ emotional, intellectual, and academic abilities in line with descriptions of 
quality teacher-child instructional interactions (J. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1993; Hamre et al., 2013; 
Helm & Katz, 2009; Holm, 2011; Kokotsaki, Menzies, & Wiggins, 2016). The literature in this 
area clearly notes the connection between images of learners and teachers’ practice. On the one 
hand, students are portrayed as still and quiet tabula rasa, while other classrooms value student-
centeredness, flexibility, and collaboration necessary for inquiry-based learning (Dewey, 1938; 
Dewey & Dewey, 1915; Habók & Nagy, 2016). Progressive school models are often cited as the 
standard of quality. These schools have democratic aims, employing inquiry-based frameworks 
by eliciting children’s questions and developing curricular projects (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2019; Harris, 2015). And yet the enactment of high-quality teacher-child interactions available 
via inquiry-based practices are as elusive today as in Dewey’s time, despite our modern 
frameworks and wide acceptance (Cabell et al., 2013; Darling-Hammond et al., 2008; Hertzog, 




based practices has largely focused on science education although inquiry aligned practices and 
benefits transcend specific subject matter (Chu et al., 2017; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; 
Fleer, 2010; National Science Foundation, 2010; Polman, 2000). 
I assert the problem is as much a social and ideological one as it is an issue of teacher 
training and district or school curricular constraints—two elements often noted as barriers to 
inquiry-based teaching and learning (Dewey, 1904; Hertzog, 2007; Kanter & Konstantopolous, 
2010). The sociological barrier to progressive practices can be seen through dichotomous views 
of teaching and learning as: (a) a means of keeping the learner in a position of weakness and 
dependence or (b) one that positions the adult as subject to the child, which inflames the internal 
conflict inside teachers as mediators of cultural and traditional influences on the lives of young 
people (Arendt, 1954; Freire, 1970; van Manen, 1991). More research is needed to address the 
dichotomous view of educational approaches as being either oppressive or an abandonment of 
adult responsibility. The democratic aims of progressive schools have found alignment in the 
means of inquiry-based practices (see Table 2.1). Future empirical work should address the 
socially bound power structures within inquiry classrooms by positioning scholarly work 
between the philosophical and nuts and bolts. My study falls short of capturing a larger social 











Democratic Aims via Inquiry Means  
Participation in Forming Policy 
Groups Encourage and Elicit the 
Development of Power/Talents 
of Members 
Relations Among Groups are 
Multiple and Supple 
Socioconstructivist approaches 
center the learner as knowledge 
maker & active participant in 
learning process with others: 
Emergent curriculum; Teachers 
and children collaborate in 
establishing classroom norms 
that will evolve and be 
negotiated by the group in the 
form of public debate and 
collective problem solving; 
inquiry-based classrooms 
teachers and children influence 
the taught curriculum through 
the development of learner 
influenced questions and 
investigations. Families 
collaborate with teachers and 
children to support curriculum 
development.  
Democratic equality and learning 
as a sociocultural process: All 
members of the classroom group 
considered knowledge holders 
and receivers. In inquiry 
classrooms, teachers seek to 
recognize the abilities and 
aptitudes children hold with the 
goal of furthering their 
development. Common to 
“group” children according to 
interest groups for investigations, 
which allows for varying 
classroom members to come 
together to be both empowered 
and developed through 
collaboration of asking, seeking, 
and evaluating. Family funds of 
knowledge recognized as 
legitimate and welcomed.  
Hierarchies between teacher, 
coteachers, children, families, and 
community members are 
diminished as head teacher 
becomes decentered as knowledge 
source. Inquiry practices serve to 
position children in the role of 
knowledgeable other among class 
members and the larger school 
community when exhibitions are 
held. Never a singular knowledge 
holder thus the role of teacher and 
learner shifts depending on the 
topic between children, teacher, 
and other community members. 
Often more connected to the 
community as a source of 
information and the classroom is 
open to families and experts from 
the community. 
 
The Reggio Emilia Approach 
The Reggio Emilia approach is a progressive model of early education, built on the 
values of “1) trust in mankind being educable 2) declaration of the child as a subject of rights” 
(Hall et al., 2010, p. 34). Early schools were built by families after World War II (Malaguzzi, 
2012). In the 1960s, the municipality of Reggio Emilia took responsibility for the funding and 
operation of educating the city’s infants and toddlers, and preschools and grew under the 
direction of Loris Malaguzzi (Edwards et al., 2012). Malaguzzi said, in general, “The education 
system badly represents the nature and potential of human capabilities” (Edwards et al., 2012, p. 




1991, the Diana School in Reggio Emilia was named by Newsweek as the best early childhood 
program in the world (Kantrowitz & Wingert, 1991).  
The Reggio Emilia approach was shaped early on by the educational theories and 
philosophies of Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky, who Loris Malaguzzi cited as being influential in 
the formation of the educational project’s democratic conceptions, experiential aesthetics, 
constructivist approach, and the belief children constructed knowledge in partnership with others 
and expressed themselves in a multiplicity of languages or modalities (Edwards et al., 2012; 
Malaguzzi, 2012). Malaguzzi, the founder and intellectual leader of the progressively organized 
Reggio Emilia schools, also acknowledged the Reggio Emilia approach as having a unique and 
evolving sociohistorical, cultural, and theoretical foundation (Edwards et al., 2012). Malaguzzi 
used the words my or our when referring to influential theorists to Reggio Emilia’s Educational 
Project (e.g., our Dewey) (Malaguzzi, 2012). I think this gets at an important belief the Reggio 
Emilia approach is mindful of in practice, which is that nothing experienced is neutral, and that 
the receiver has a subjective force on all that is taken in and how it is reconstructed for their 
purposes. This applies to how children construct understandings from experiences and material 
presented, and also suggests teachers, subjectively perceive children, families, and the classroom 
environment.  
While attention to individuals as subjects is a beautiful nod to the individual’s capacity to 
construct, it is also reason for teachers to remain vigilantly aware of their subjectivities as 
described by Rinaldi (2006). Pedagogical documentation as practiced in Reggio Emilia is a 
democratic means of noticing subjectivities and trying to make visible the knowledge 
construction process for individual and group growth (Edwards et al., 2012; Giudici, Ranaldi, 




learn and build relationships, lies as the heart of the Reggio Emilia approach. Malaguzzi’s (1994) 
writings on the image of the child asserted the images or impressions adults carry about children 
will always direct interactions with a child. Pedagogical documentation was developed as a 
means for teachers to build better relationships and knowledge about individuals and groups of 
children and served to illuminate children’s competencies to a wider public. Malaguzzi’s image 
of the child shaped daily educational practices and life in Reggio Emilia as the educators 
purposely sought to elevate the image of the child in the community by displaying pedagogical 
documentation of the children’s work in typical adult spaces (Edwards et al., 2012).  
Malaguzzi’s (1994) hundred languages theory, positing children have a multitude of ways 
to communicate and make sense of the world, is a defining ethos in Reggio Emilia schools. 
Children’s hundred languages are attended to through careful observation by teachers and the 
aesthetic emphasis within ateliers staffed with trained artists inside Reggio Emilia schools. The 
evolution of the atelier is but one example of how physical spaces, mediums, and conceptions 
continue to grow and develop in Reggio Emilia’s educational project. The atelier remains a 
central space inside each school to work with expressive languages from the arts, and newer 
classrooms were built, each with a mini-atelier attached. Most recently I have heard the whole 
school conceived as an atelier, a place for expression and knowledge building, which suggests 
the atelier has remained a “tangible statement” within schools but also has evolved physically 
and conceptually (Edwards et al., 2012; Gandini, 2005). Over the past 50 years in which the 
Reggio Emilia approach has existed, teachers, and pedagogues have continuously evolved their 
means of education while remaining steadfast in their values. The Reggio Emilia approach is a 




The Reggio Emilia approach has been recontextualized in many settings across the 
United States (Edwards et al., 2012). These settings include university lab schools, private 
preschools, museum-based schools, and publicly funded preschool and elementary schools 
(Helm & Katz, 2009). These Reggio-inspired schools have been key in the dissemination of the 
basic philosophies and instructional approaches that have worked in their own contexts. 
Examples include Kent State’s lab school, Chicago Commons’ Head Start program, and the 
Portland Children’s Museum Opal School.  
Rabitti’s (1992) case study of the operationalized curriculum in La Villetta is a keystone 
within literature on the Reggio Emilia approach. Rabitti, a native of Reggio Emilia, was one of 
the first and few published empirical studies to be conducted inside a Reggio Emilia preschool 
and disseminated in English. Other notable studies include Project Zero and Reggio Children’s 
documentation-focused Making Learning Visible, and Ceppi and Zini’s (1998) meta-project on 
environments for young children as seen in the Reggio Emilia schools (Giudici et al., 2001). 
Rabitti (1994) elucidated the synergetic whole of the Reggio Emilia approach by looking closely 
at daily practices representing guiding principles and bringing better understanding of the 
centrality and cohesion of project work, documentation, and aesthetics. Accounts of the Reggio 
Emilia approach and inspired programs outside of Reggio Emilia, while compelling, have 
primarily been anecdotal as they lack methodological considerations such as credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
Documentation. Over the last two decades, interest in the use of documentation as a 
means of formative assessment, professional development, and a dialogic tool can be traced 
through a growing body of empirical research with a conceptual grounding in the Reggio Emilia 




Oken-Wright, 2001). Dahlberg (2012) drew distinctions between documentation as objective 
record-keeping and evaluation of children’s normative development by describing it as a 
democratic means “for making pedagogical work visible and subject to dialogue, interpretation, 
contestation, and transformation” (p. 225). Documentation as conceived in the Reggio Emilia 
approach includes (a) making the processes and strategies of learning visible; (b) sharing 
conversations in which teachers may reveal, examine, and reorganize their own subjectivities; (c) 
using documentation as a communication and assessment tool; (d) using memory traces (e.g., 
photos, transcripts, drawings) to support children’s (re)thinking and reexperiencing of learning 
experiences, thus supporting meta-cognition; and (e) applying what is learned to future learning 
by both children and teachers (Krechevsky et al., 2013; Project Zero, 2003; Rinaldi, 2004).  
Documentation is both product and process, made of concrete traces subjectively selected 
and assembled through a negotiated and intersubjective process. The literature situates 
pedagogical documentation within a poststructuralist framework, in which emergent listening 
leads to new knowledge and truths about children and their environment via the spiral process of 
collaborative observation, documenting, and interpreting, considered essential to a pedagogy of 
listening as practiced in the Reggio Emilia approach (Merewether, 2018; Rinaldi, 2006, 2012). 
Rabitti (2002) stated documentation “not only lends itself to interpretation but is itself 
interpretation. It is a narrative form, both intrapersonal and interpersonal communication, 
because it offers those who document and those who read the documentation an opportunity for 
reflection and learning” (p. 7). 
Democracy is an orientation to the world Reggio Emilia uses to guide their educational 
project. To get a sense of the whole project or specific elements like documentation, one must 




have a right to a participatory education (Hall et al., 2010; Malaguzzi, 2012). Research into the 
what, how, and why of documentation are common themes in documentation research seeking to 
understand what it is, how it is done, and evaluate why it is a worthy undertaking. Consideration 
of these elements through Dewey’s (1938a) progressive education of (democracy), by 
(democracy), and for (democracy) provides greater clarity about the cohesiveness between the 
what, how, and why of documentation often researched.  
 Journey to empiricism. A thorough review of the empirical research on documentation 
in practice is of particular importance, as some conclusions about documentation have lacked 
sufficient empirical support, relying on expert opinions for their trustworthiness (Edwards et al., 
2012; Helm & Katz, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Rinaldi, 2006). For example, Helm, Beneke, 
and Steinheimer (2007), a text used in teacher education and often cited in the research literature, 
claimed documenting will make teachers “better.” Another source (Katz & Chard, 1996), 
contained this compelling quote: “Documentation provides a basis for the modification and 
adjustment of teaching strategies . . . while deepening teachers’ awareness of each child’s 
progress” (p. 2). Helm et al. (2007) cited this quote from Katz and Chard’s (1996) Contribution 
of Documentation to the Quality of Early Childhood Education, an information resource written 
for Education Resources Information Center. Of the six references in Katz and Chard, two were 
arguably empirical, one being Reflections on the Reggio Emilia Approach (Katz & Cesarone, 
1994) and the other was Rabitti’s (1992) empirically grounded master’s thesis. In Katz and 
Cesarone (1994), Rabitti’s 1992 thesis findings were featured again and served as one of three 
empirical papers out of seven included in the book. Thus, the edited collection by Katz and 
Cesarone was mostly theoretical essays, and Katz and Chard’s essay likewise lacked a broad 




the promise of documentation were presented in Helm et al. (2007) under headings like 
“Becoming Better Teachers” (p. 9).  
The purpose of tracing nonempirically grounded literature is to bring awareness to 
sources and how knowledge and understandings disseminated about documentation has 
occurred, not to discredit truths it may hold. It is possible many assumptions about the power of 
documentation went unquestioned because of its superficial alignment with familiar concepts in 
ECE. The conception of good teaching within the early childhood field in the United States 
includes being attentive to the needs of children and using formative assessment practices like 
observation and dialectics; at face value, these appear to be documentation (Ayers, 1989; Black 
& Wiliam, 1998; Burbules, 1993; Harris, 2015; Jablon, Dombro, & Dichtelmiller, 2007; Katz & 
Chard, 1996; Rinaldi, 2006). This brief historical examination of documentation dissemination 
efforts provides context for the growth of this body of literature in the 2000s.  
The use of the term teacher-researcher, the conceptualization of documentation as 
research by the Reggio Emilia approach, and findings by researchers that liken the dispositions 
of teachers who document to that of phenomenological researchers, adds a layer of complexity as 
to whether documenting is or is not research (Edwards et al., 2012; Given et al., 2010; Kocher, 
2008). In the same vein as teacher action research, documentation in and of itself is valuable, yet 
it is a different undertaking with different purposes than empirical studies (File, Mueller, 
Wisneski, & Stremmel, 2017).  
The potential for documentation as a method for informing empirical studies remains an 
open question as researchers continue to explore possibilities. Merewether (2018) used 
pedagogical documentation as a method for gathering children’s perspectives in a larger study on 




research. Juxtaposing conclusions drawn from theoretical and teacher-researcher accounts about 
documentation with those that are transparently empirical serves to bring the growing body of 
mostly qualitative research on documentation into sharper focus.  
Seeing more. Researchers have agreed documentation is the process of capturing, 
perceiving, and assessing children’s interactions and making learning processes visible to 
teachers, children, and families (Kocher, 2008; Krechevsky et al., 2013; Malaguzzi, 2012; 
Rintakorpi, 2015). Support is growing in the literature for documentation’s potential to “deepen 
teachers’ awareness of each child’s progress” (Katz & Chard, 1996, p. 2) and complement a 
purely developmental lens as a “concrete, situated, and interpretive approach” (Thomson, 2005, 
p. 22) to understanding children and their learning processes (Kroll & Meier, 2018). Giudici et 
al. (2001), in a research collaboration between Reggio Children and Project Zero, described the 
process of documentation as making learning visible (MLV) in their research conducted in the 
infant-toddler and preschool centers in Reggio Emilia, Italy. 
Documentation is a systematized, yet emergent formative assessment approach that 
brings together the practices of observation, questioning, interpretation, and collection and 
documentation of work in progress to evaluate learners’ understandings and inform instructional 
choices (Black & Wiliam, 1998, 2018; Box, Skoog, & Dabbs, 2015; Jablon et al., 2007; 
MacDonald, 2007; Rinaldi, 2004). Formative assessment is an effective method of tracing and 
evaluating learners’ progress with links between the practice of formative assessment and 
instructional practices that are constructivist in nature (Black & Wiliam, 1998, 2018; J. G. 
Brooks & Brooks, 1993; M. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Project Zero, 2003). Researchers have 
described the process of teachers learning to document as going from reporting to analyzing as 




assessment is widely used in early childhood education, the coconstructed analysis, participatory 
nature, and iterative process are defining features of documentation (Giudici et al., 2001; Jablon 
et al., 2007). Furthermore, documentation is being conceptualized as part of a paradigm shift 
from assessment of learning and assessment for learning to assessment as learning (Behrenbruch, 
2012; Black & Wiliam, 2018). Although Black and Wiliam (2018) contended it is naturally 
preferable children learn while being assessed, they strongly suggest when studying and thinking 
about formative assessment within classrooms it is best to “keep a clear focus on formative 
assessment as assessment” (p. 3)—a procedure for making inferences. Documentation as a 
means by which children and teachers are intellectually challenged and develop will be discussed 
further in the aims section of this review.  
Research has shown interactions during documentation between children and teachers, 
teachers and teachers, and teachers and families help teachers gain new understandings and 
perspectives about children’s development and learning, while providing children with scaffolds 
to consider their own processes and understandings (Buldu, 2009; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; 
Project Zero, 2003; Quinn, 2018). Teachers begin to focus on the more abstract interactions 
children engage in, such as forming relationships and negotiating differences as opposed to 
focusing on the identification of skills applied to construct a product (Krechevsky et al., 2013). 
Buldu (2009), in his study of documentation’s value as formative assessment, noted how 
teachers found the act of asking and speaking with children about their work in process or 
through revisiting, greatly informed teachers’ knowledge of how children were sense-making 
and helped teachers understand children’s representations more fully then if they had only 




documentation for progress monitoring and state reporting mandates in a bilingual inquiry-based 
preschool needing a means of assessment to fit their constructivist approach to pedagogy.  
Studies looking into the dispositions of teachers who document have described the group 
as thoughtful, intellectually engaged, reflective, curious people with keen observational skills. 
These teachers have the ability to articulate their thoughts and actively foster relationships 
(Felstiner, Kocher, & Pelo, 2006; Kang, 2013). Kocher (2008) concluded the teachers in her 
study experienced a reciprocal relationship with documentation that strengthened dispositions 
they already had and suggested these teachers were intuitively drawn to the Reggio Emilia 
approach. These findings bring up major questions about teachers outside these descriptions and 
how dispositions to document might be fostered.  
Aside from making learning and teaching visible, researchers have acknowledged 
documentation as a means of making learners visible as teachers and children enter into an 
intersubjective exchange and coconstruct understandings through documentation (Krechevsky et 
al., 2013). Goldhaber and Smith (1997) reported teachers felt documentation served as an 
advocate for an image of the child as competent and deserving of adults’ attention by showing 
young children are “working on a lot more than being cute” (p. 9). Krechevsky et al. (2013) 
suggested making learning and learners visible through documentation includes beliefs about 
learning as a social, emotional, empowering, and representational process. The Project Zero 
researchers referenced the inspiration MLV teachers draw from the Reggio Emilia approach. 
They emphasized their Italian colleagues’ image of the child as capable and powerful in 
opposition to a deficit image of the child as unskilled and passive. Krechevsky et al. emphasized 




However, a close investigation of the evolving images of the child held by MLV research 
participants seems to be lacking (Krechevsky et al., 2013; Project Zero, 2003). Krechevsky et al. 
(2013) suggested, within MLV classrooms, the process of documentation has acted as a window 
into “who the learners are individually and collectively” (p. 51) and indirectly referenced image-
making by noting “teachers and students come to see themselves and others as competent 
learners and resources for each other” (p. 53).  
The literature has been establishing documentation’s potential to focus and expand 
teachers’ understandings of individual and groups of children, yet questions about the lens 
through which images are perceived, curated, and represented during documentation remain. 
Additional attention needs to be given to defining specific images of children teachers are 
constructing through the process and if and how they differ from previous images as seen 
through documentation over time, teacher descriptions of individuals and children as a group, 
and classrooms’ structural and process features.  
In Process 
Researchers studying the means and materials of documentation show consensus around 
broad features of documentation that promote teacher and child learning while specific materials, 
purposes, duration, participants, and presentations are emergent and contextually dependent 
(Fiore & Rosenquest, 2010; Giudici et al., 2001; Kang, 2013). Giudici et al.’s (2001) Reggio 
Children and Project Zero collaboration remains seminal research into the documentation 
process of individual and group learning in the municipal infant-toddler and preschool centers in 
Reggio Emilia, Italy. This work has sparked further studies inside the United States.  
Project Zero (2003) investigated the suitability and adaptability of documentation in 




(2003) identified five features of documentation that make learning visible and promotes teacher 
learning:  
1. A specific question guides the documentation process, often with an epistemological 
focus.  
2. Documentation involves collectively analyzing, interpreting, and evaluating 
individual or group observation; it is strengthened by multiple perspectives.  
3. Individuals involved are making use of multiple languages (different ways of 
representing and expressing thinking in various media and symbol systems).  
4. It is important to make learning visible, it is not private. Documentation becomes 
public when it is shared back with learners—whether children, parents, or teachers.  
5. Documentation not only involves retrospective thinking, it is also prospective, 
shaping the future design of future contexts for learning.  
Research has shown documentation practices across a range of learners and contexts can 
serve different purposes with various benefits. Fiore and Rosenquest (2010) found the process of 
documentation supports democratic classrooms at many levels including higher education and is 
useful for both formative and summative assessment, while remaining process oriented. Kroll 
and Meier (2018) examined documentation practices across inquiry-based early childhood 
programs in urban centers. They found, while the tools, presentation, and in some instances 
purpose of documentation reflected the individuality of schools, commonalities existed in the 
value found in the process and conception of documentation as a form of communication or 
ongoing conversation. In their study of collaborative inquiries in three communities of practice, 
Given et al. (2010) found the implementation of documentation shifted the “nature and 




when documentation was made public, pushing members together to work through the tensions 
the process created. Kroll and Meier (2018) and Given et al. (2010) each described program-
specific tools and protocols created to facilitate collaboration and the systematic collection and 
sharing of documentation. Teachers and school directors created contextually based 
documentation means, dependent on logistical considerations like the size of the program, 
teacher turnover, and reporting mandates, in addition to reflecting program values such as 
ensuring a variety of voices were included or specific images of children were communicated. 
Project Zero (2003) likewise adopted and adapted Reggio-inspired documentation-sharing 
protocols for use with teacher groups and teacher-family groups. 
The literature in this field has also considered the materiality and languages of 
documentation. There exists general agreement on the use of video and audio recordings, 
photographs, transcripts, artifacts, teacher observations, and dialogue as offering multiple 
perspectives in which to consider children’s interactions and learning processes. Children are 
also able to participate in the process of documentation (Fleck, 2009; Krechevsky et al., 2013; 
Rintakorpi, 2015). Hong and Broderick (2003) researched the effects of instant video revisiting 
and found it to be a useful tool for children posing solutions to social conflicts and giving 
teachers insight into children’s points of view and collective problem solving. Merewether 
(2018) emphasized the agentic qualities of nonhuman forces on documentation, suggesting such 
materials as cameras or writing surfaces, lined or unlined, moved the user toward certain actions 
and frames of reference, thus impacting documentation’s product and process. As well, as 
technology changes, so have the products of documentation; once thought of as printed panel 
documentation, today, students’ work is disseminated via class newsletters, websites, or self-




The enactment of documentation or forming of documentation is a process that requires 
thoughtful decision making considering and reflecting the community of learners in which it is 
embedded, while also encompassing elements identified as essential for growth. Research shows 
how particular practices and materials bring documentation into being, reflecting its democratic 
legacy by remaining contextually rooted. 
Aims 
 Scholars have studied documentation as a means of professional development for 
teachers, assessment and child learning, and as part of democratic, sociocultural, and 
constructivist-based schooling aims (Black & Wiliam, 2018; Fiore & Rosenquest, 2010; Fleck, 
2009; Kroll, 2018; Project Zero, 2003). Researchers have given the most attention to 
documentation as a form of professional development within communities of practice (Given et 
al., 2010; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; Project Zero, 2003; Rintakorpi, 2015). Studying 
documentation as a form of professional development in an early childhood program, Goldhaber 
and Smith’s (1998) research on documentation found the practice gathered the teachers around a 
common purpose of sharing and learning described as teacher inquiry. Teachers’ observations 
became more intentional; making documentation public added another layer of accountability 
and intellectual engagement. Goldhaber and Smith (1998) found documentation promoted 
collaboration beyond meetings and classroom boundaries, with teachers reporting documentation 
“pulls us all together” (p. 9).  
Rintakorpi’s (2015) qualitative study in Finnish preschools found using documentation 
encouraged teacher agency and served a dialogic purpose between teachers and families and 
teachers and children, in addition to bringing attention to children’s views. Rintakorpi and 




intrinsically linked with child-centered practices that accounted for children’s participation, 
social-emotional, and intellectual development. These two sets of findings show the clear link 
between the practice of documentation and a democratic-based educational focus. Given et al. 
(2010) reported on the empowerment teachers experienced through the process of documentation 
by seeing themselves moving from “consumers of theory and research to active and equal 
participants who generate” (p. 42) the knowledge informing their practice. Given et al. also 
reported on teachers increased professional reading and writing of and for teacher journals. 
Researchers have also shown positive links between teachers’ agency and professional learning 
that can be extended to the empowering practice of documentation (Jagers et al., 2019; 
Vähäsantanen, Hökkä, Paloniemi, Herranen, & Eteläpelto, 2017). Due to the intellectual and 
collaborative work in which teachers are called to participate during documentation, research has 
established documentation’s value as a site-based, teacher-generated means of professional 
development.  
Interestingly, I found only one study that used an experimental design to study the links 
between revisiting documentation traces and children’s discrete learning functions. Traces refer 
to a moment captured (e.g., photos, words, work, or play in progress, and documentation panels 
the curated representation or product of the process of documentation). Fleet (2009) tested the 
practice of using documentation to revisit children’s memories and found children had better 
recall when they revisited learning using traces (e.g., photographs of the process undertaken) 
than just talking about the learning event. I believe the lack of research is due to the apparent 
ideological mismatch between the cohesive, aim-based orientation of documentation and 
associated child-centered approaches. Building an instrumentalist evidence base for 




Studies of documentation as a type of formative assessment have shown strong support for the 
practice as a means of supporting learners through feedback, scaffolding, and differentiated 
instruction (Black & Wiliam, 2018; Buldu, 2010). 
Krechevsky et al.’s (2013) efforts expanded documentation’s scope to include making 
learners visible and researched the creation of “learner-focused environments that would alter 
traditional relationships between and among students and teachers” (p. 53). Krechevsky et al.’s 
findings suggested, for documentation to function, the practice needs classrooms where learning 
worth making visible is occurring. This finding corresponds with Black and Wiliam’s (2018) 
conclusion that assessment practices must be considered within their pedagogic sphere and have 
connections to the instruction children receive. Black and Wiliam’s seemingly obvious finding 
that links assessment practices with philosophical, theoretical, and instructional aims is 
nonetheless an important statement to make. The statement encouraged educational researchers 
to pull back and consider the sociological forces shaping education as reviewed in the section on 
childhood constructs. Documentation represents a rebalancing of hierarchical relationships 
within traditional classrooms through the collaborative process of collecting, interpreting, and 
presenting documentation. Based on the preponderance of research inquiries and findings, 
documentation undertaken as a process of intellectual engagement between teachers, children, 
and families has confirmed documentation’s identity as a democratic process that serves in the 
process of being built.  
I found it important to cross-check the empirical findings about documentation with 
Dewey’s (1916) democratic conceptions of education as a means of evaluating the integrity of 




put, documentation formed without democratic coherence is no longer pedagogical 
documentation as associated with the Reggio Emilia approach (Dahlberg, 2012; Rinaldi, 2006). 
Current Study 
Through the current study, I extend research on documentation as a professional learning 
process by investigating the inquiry stance teachers display in their practice and highlight 
elements of becoming an inquiry teacher cultivated through documentation (e.g., dispositions for 
inquiry, reflective thinking, academic, and social-emotional learning). The literature 
overwhelmingly supports social-emotional, academic, and cognitive educational goals. Studies 
have shown alignment between these goals and quality teacher-child instructional interactions 
mirroring inquiry-based learning approaches such as learner-centered, relevant, collaborative, 
dialogic, or formatively assessed activities (Black & Wiliam, 2018; Darling-Hammond et al., 
2019; Dobson & Stephenson, 2018; Hamre, 2014; Krechevsky et al., 2013). Inquiry teachers are 
often conceived of as guides on coconstructed learning journeys with students yet the process of 
teachers becoming inquiry teachers is not well documented (Golding, 2013). The teacher-child 
interaction and inquiry-based learning literature have largely focused on child learning. In 
contrast, the present study focuses on the adult learning needed to enact and achieve the 






CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 
Three major Deweyan concepts inform the theoretical framework for this study. They are 
his theory of inquiry (Dewey, 1933, 1938b), progressive education (Dewey, 1916, 1938a), and 
teacher growth in relation to theory and practice (Dewey, 1904). I lead with Dewey’s (1933, 
1938b) theory of inquiry because it provides a foundation for understanding inquiry as a thinking 
process. Next, Dewey’s (1916, 1938a) philosophy of education detailed in his writings on 
progressive education provide a rationale and description for educative experiences (i.e., 
democratically organized schools that use inquiry-based learning to meet curricular goals). 
Additionally, related concepts found in the Reggio Emilia approach are drawn upon as examples 
of Deweyan principles. Lastly, Dewey’s (1904) conception of the teacher and the conditions for 
teacher growth in Relation [to] theory and Practice in Education is used to consider the role of 
the teacher in progressive classrooms and their habits of mind. Dewey (1904) identified noticing 
and directing learner interest as the heart of teaching. This view is consistent with the Reggio 
Emilia approach’s pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi, 2006). Furthermore, I use pedagogical 
documentation (Dahlberg, 2012) as practiced in the Reggio Emilia approach’s pedagogy of 
listening to conceptualize how Dewey’s teacher noticing and directing of children’s interests 
takes shape in practice.  
Inquiry 
  The following section details Dewey’s (1933, 1938b) theory of inquiry by discussing the 
phases of reflective thought, dispositional readiness for reflective thought, and prerequisite 
contextual conditions for learning through inquiry. Dewey’s (1938b) Logic: Theory of Inquiry 




and the elements for thoughtful decision making. From these texts we learn about his theories of 
cognition and his reasoning for supporting methods of instruction such as inquiry-based learning.  
 Dewey (1916, 1933, 1938a) used common words in often highly conceptualized ways. 
Throughout this chapter, I define terms according to Dewey’s usage and provide examples. The 
word inquiry by itself and in combination with other words (e.g., inquiry classroom, inquiry 
teacher, inquiry-based learning) is used liberally in this study. Therefore, it is important to be 
transparent and intentional about its meaning and use. Inquiry in its simplest form is the process 
of seeking a conclusion. Inquiry, when logically ordered and carried to meaningful ends, 
“signifies the regulation of the natural and spontaneous processes of observation, suggestion [i.e., 
initial conclusion], and testing” (Dewey, 1933, p. 85). Inquiry is what we do to make sense of the 
world and how we survive in it. Inquiry is also the process of evidence-based sense-making 
about the world. Inquiry is research with varied modes, formality, and purposes. 
On my first day of graduate school I experienced the complexity and confusion the word 
inquiry engenders. Fresh from teaching grade one in an international baccalaureate world school 
in Germany where I used inquiry-based instructional methods, I sat in my advisor’s office and 
asked if I could take a course called Introduction to Inquiry. Her refusal gentle but firm, she 
explained that inquiry, in the case of CI 550, was different than I had previously experienced. A 
few years later, in preparation for my first day as a PhD student, I giggled as I read the syllabus 
for CI550 that described inquiry as empirical research and a scholarly endeavor.  
Dewey (1933) recognized the conundrum of inquiry’s dual nature in How We Think and 
assigned the title reflective thinking as a stand in for inquiry that is logically ordered. In this text 
he made the case for developing habits (inquiry patterns) that support growth (future learning). 




logically ordered inquiry is central. In Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, Dewey (1938b) took the 
term up again as he presents inquiry as a learning theory and again delineates the spontaneous 
from the conscientious. Drawing from Dewey’s (1933) descriptions, I conceptualize reflective 
thinking and one’s dispositional readiness for thinking reflectively as the elements that make up 
an individual’s inquiry stance. This research posits all people have an inquiry stance that can be 
observed and described.  
The phases of reflective thinking put forth by Dewey (1933) conceptually align with what 
is commonly called a cycle of inquiry (Murdoch, 2015). Inquiry cycles contain phases or steps 
undertaken during instruction inside classrooms. Inquiry-based learning is the adoption of an 
inquiry cycle to provide a socioconstructivist approach to interdisciplinary learning (e.g., an 
educative experience). Dewey (1938b) both championed logic’s ability to produce “objective 
truth” and cautioned methods produced through logical inquiry are not “ideally perfect” (pp. 
104-105). He concluded, “They are methods which experience up to the present time show to be 
the best methods available for achieving certain results” (Dewey, 1938b, p. 104). He also noted 
depth will reflect the developmental levels of those involved (i.e., inquiry procedures and results 
in early childhood classrooms with be different than research laboratories) in the inquiry process 
(Dewey, 1938b). This is important when we consider intellectual journeys, progressive 
schooling’s ability to evolve and take contextual forms, and the cyclical nature of inquiry. 
Intellectual Habits of Mind  
For Dewey (1933), habits could be “good or bad” patterns of mental behavior that direct 
our activity. All humans have habits formed either intentionally or haphazardly. Dewey aligned 
better habits of mind with thoughtful activity (cognitive and measured) and bad habits with 




dichotomized by Dewey yet help to make his point that we have a range of habits being 
constructed, reconstructed, and socially coconstructed regularly. “Every experience is a force” 
(Dewey, 1938a, p. 38) shaping our habits, while not all experiences are educative or support 
growth. The difference was akin to Dewey’s (1938a) concept of perception versus recognition. 
Recognition can serve important daily functions but will not support deeper understandings (e.g., 
red lights are cues to stop and keep us safe, but this rote behavior does little to teach about the 
concept of safety). While perception is a mental tool that helps deepen our understandings about 
the world we experience and supports future decision making. Dewey (1938a ) asserted 
intellectual habits of mind can be formed through educative experiences and modeling. 
Dewey (1933) highlighted the traits of the “logical” or intellectual mind as “carefulness, 
thoroughness, and continuity” (p. 89). Additionally, Dewey (1933) considered causal inquiry, or 
the impulse to notice and seek answers, as fundamentally human while warning people “may not 
be sufficiently critical about the ideas that occur to [them]” (p. 16). From this concern and 
recognition of inquiry as a thinking process came Dewey’s pedagogical positioning of inquiry-
based learning as a means for developing intellectual habits of mind. Intellectual thought, or 
inquiry, is more than the activities of looking, noting, and acting. It is the pooling together of 
prior and present experience to draw conclusions that will thoughtfully guide one’s activity.  
Reflective thinking. Dewey (1933) positioned reflective thinking as a central aim of 
education. Reflective thinking consists of phases the mind can be trained to use to make 
thoughtful decisions. Dewey (1933) advocated the training of all people from an early age in the 
phases of reflective thinking: 
(a) Suggestions, toward possible solutions to a problem; (b) Defining the difficulty which 




a hypothesis or guiding idea used to design an investigation; (d) Reasoning or “the mental 
elaboration of the idea”; and (e) Arriving at a conclusion after “testing the hypothesis by 
overt or imaginative action. (p. 107) 
The phases of reflective thinking outlined by Dewey (1933) were very similar to the cycle of 
inquiry commonly used in project frameworks including Kilpatrick’s (1918) project method and 
Helm and Katz’s (2009) Project Approach. Reflective thinking and inquiry cycles suggest 
similar phases for logical inquiry. While presented sequentially, the phases of inquiry or 
reflective thinking move forward and backward as new understandings help refine questions and 
methods as ends are sought (Dewey, 1933). Throughout the rest of this chapter I use the term 
inquiry to denote the practice of reflective thinking and the use of the inquiry cycle and 
associated methods inside classrooms. 
Conducive conditions. In the schoolroom, Dewey (1933) recognized the training of 
thought and the use of inquiry-based learning as an act dependent on “establishing conditions 
that will arouse . . . curiosity . . . promote the flow of suggestions, . . . [and] favor 
consecutiveness in the succession of ideas” (p. 56). These conditions Dewey (1933) described 
are the prerequisites needed for inquiry to take root in classrooms.  
This corresponds to my own findings in Head Start classrooms that suggest, for methods 
of inquiry to be carried out, first the teachers and children need an environment conducive to 
active noticing, sharing ideas, and integrating subject-matter across activities and time (Cordoba 
& Sanders-Smith, 2018).  
Dispositional qualities. Dewey (1933) theorized, in addition to ripe conditions and 
knowledge of the methods of inquiry, personal dispositions or attitudes must be cultivated “to 




readiness to implement the processes of reflective thought. Dewey (1933) identified three 
inquiry-dependent dispositions conceived of as intellectual resources rather than moral traits: (a) 
open mindedness to “new ideas, themes, ideas, questions” (p. 30; (b) wholeheartedness or 
genuine enthusiasm as when “a person is absorbed, the subject carries [them] on” (p. 31; and (c) 
responsibility “to carry something through to completion . . . dependent upon the existence of the 
attitude of intellectual responsibility” (p. 32). Intellectual responsibility is displayed through 
continuity between one’s theoretical commitments and decision making. Dewey (1933) 
contended people who inquire must be willing to “endure suspense and to undergo the trouble of 
searching” (p. 16), otherwise they “may jump at a conclusion without weighing the grounds on 
which it rests . . . unduly shorten[ing] the act of hunting, inquiring” (p. 16).  
Progressive Education 
 Dewey's (1916, 1933, 1938b) philosophy of education and learning theory were both 
evident in his writings on progressive education’s democratic aims and means (Dewey, 1902, 
1915, 1933, 1938a). Ross (2014) described Dewey’s primary purpose of education as “producing 
free human beings associated with one another on terms of equality” (p. 381). Progressive 
education is meant to mirror the goals of democratic societies by striving toward the principles of 
(a) widespread participation, (b) actively encouraging and eliciting the development of latent 
powers and talents in members of the group, and (c) multiple and supple relations among groups 
(Boisvert, 1998).  
Dewey's (1938a) theory of experience suggested, for experiences to be educative, they 
must have relevance for the learner, hold continuity between subjects and across experiences, 
and be planned with growth in mind. Educative experiences represent a constructivist approach 




similar to the idea of teaching for understanding and the transfer or rote recall of facts or skills 
performed without purpose. Thus, an interdisciplinary curriculum taught through inquiry-based, 
cooperative, and collaborative instructional approaches are means by which teaching and 
learning is achieved inside progressive schools. The curriculum and pedagogy include: (a) a 
learner-centered inquiry-based emergent curriculum (i.e., children participate directly and 
indirectly in the development of the taught curriculum); (b) a reliance on intrinsic motivators 
activated through inquiry (i.e., the selection of relevant topics investigated using a cycle of 
inquiry and pedagogic choice specific to the group); (c) authentic and varied opportunities for 
group members to support each other during learning engagements (i.e., children and teachers 
coconstruct knowledge and share the role of knowledgeable other).  
Inquiry as an instructional method. Inquiry-based learning is a way to enact educative 
experiences. The subject matter is relevant to the learner and approached in an interdisciplinary 
way. Theorizing and active investigation are the tools of learning, and continuity is achieved 
through enduring understandings and vertical (within the discipline) and horizontal (across 
experiences and time) learning engagements. Progressive schools apply cycles of inquiry to long 
term or short-term projects as an instructional method, reflecting Dewey’s affinity for the 
scientific method and his theory of inquiry (Dewey, 1933, 1938b).  
 While not all classrooms, schools, or systems that use inquiry methods of instruction 
share progressive aims, inquiry-based learning is considered to be a democratic method of 
instruction as discussed by Dewey (1938a) and described in the Illinois Social Science standards 
(ISBE, 2017). As stated in the review of literature, many trademarked inquiry frameworks 
capture the essence of Dewey’s (1933) theory of inquiry. These frameworks share the curricular 




like Murdoch’s (2019) cycle of inquiry as it captures the major phases of inquiry in simple 
language (see Figure 3.1).  
Methods that support inquiry include small collaborative group work and large group 
discussion. This discussion includes cooperative theory sharing and plan making. The use of 
open-ended questioning encourages children to extend their thinking and develop reasoning 
skills. Inside inquiry classrooms, children are supported and tasked with developing skills of 
observation, communication, and investigation. In one example from my data, surveys were a 
systematized means by which the K-1 children collected votes and opinions from classmates on a 
range of topics from academic to social affairs. Additionally, data and information gathering 
extended beyond the classroom and included site visits at various points in the inquiry cycle. For 
example, an initial site visit may provoke interest or support learning during the early tuning in 
or finding out phases of the cycle. Later, groups might (re)visit the site to develop new questions, 
extend their learning, confirm results, or share findings in the sorting out, going further, making 
conclusions and taking action phases. Invitations are often extended to community members to 
share expertise or lead a hands-on experience.  
In progressive classrooms, teachers do not bear the burden of being all knowing. 
Knowing, not knowing, and different ways of knowing are experiences children and teachers get 
to share. The curriculum found in progressive schools focuses holistically on social and 
emotional learning, building intellectual habits of mind, and academic learning. These are each 
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A MODEL FOR DESIGNING A JOURNEY OF INQUIRY 
 
Growing the skills 








Use a range of resources & 
methods to gather information 
(read, view, interview, survey, 
experiment, observe…) 
Aim to connect with people, places 
& objects to broaden 
understanding 
Critically assess the value of the 
information gathered 
Document information gathered in 
a range of ways 
 
Tune In 
Establish purpose and relevance 
Provoke curiosity and wonder 
Access and document prior 
knowledge, existing theories and 
ideas 
Formulate questions 
Consider ways to find out 
 
 
Reflect and act 
Consider ways to apply/use/share 
learning 
Make connections back to big 
ideas 
Evaluate the process 
Consider unanswered questions 




Use new questions as the basis for 
extended inquiry 
Establish personal pathways of 
interest 




Make sense of the information 
gathered 
Analyse, organise, compare, 
contrast, sift and sort 
Reflect, respond and express new 
thinking 




What compelling question/s 
might drive this inquiry? 
What contexts /problems/issues 
might offer an authentic context or 
purpose for this inquiry? 
How might we use this inquiry 
to connect the curriculum? 
What learning areas 
can we meaningfully integrate? 
How will we collaborate 
to design this inquiry? 
How will we use evidence of 
students’ thinking to continually 
inform our planning? 
 
What are the big ideas underpinning 
this inquiry? 
What conceptual understandings 
do we want students to develop? 
What do WE understand about this? 
What biases  
do we bring to this inquiry? What 
might we need to do to inform 








How will we offer students choice? 
How will we ensure they have a voice 





 Social and emotional wellness as a curriculum goal. Progressive schools strive to ready 
children for participation in a “scientific democratic society” through social education that 
mirrors community life. The aim is that children learn to self-regulate and “adapt [themselves] to 
other individuals and to the whole community” (Dewey & Dewey, 1915, p. 121; Dewey, 1938a). 
The curricular goals embedded in Dewey’s (1938a) theory of social control are the creation of 
self-control (i.e., freedom in the form of intelligent decision making) and community (i.e., 
democracy in the form of associated living). The malpractice of attempting to implement an 
inquiry-based curriculum while ignoring the importance of creating a sociomoral classroom has 
been likened to “putting the cart before the horse” (Manning et al., 2009, p. 1).  
Dewey (1916) argued the individual’s ability to participate in a democratic society is the 
primary aim of education. He advocates for cohesion of methods between the schoolhouse and 
community “where initiative and independence is the rule and where every citizen is supposed to 
take part in the conduct of affairs of common interest” (Dewey & Dewey, 1915, p. 120). Inside 
progressive classrooms the teacher guides children in regulating their own behavior with regard 
to the social norms of the group. Furthermore, progressive schools trust in the individual and in 
the social group (teachers and children) to shape an individual child’s ability to make choices 
beneficial to self and the group (Dewey, 1916, 1938a). It is assumed individuals need to learn 
self-control and group participation; teaching these skills is a part of the core curriculum in 
inquiry-based classrooms. 
In the Reggio Emilia approach, much of the work undertaken by children and adults is 
socially negotiated during group meetings and realized collectively through group work (Rinaldi, 
2004). Charney (2002) operationalized Dewey’s (1938a) theory of social control in her textbook 




which she cited Dewey and other progressive educators. Dewey’s (1938) theory of social 
control, as practiced and conceptualized in the Reggio Emilia approach and by Charney (2002), 
offered examples of this curricular expectation in use. In addition to taking socially considerate 
actions, Dewey (1938a) wanted children to develop intellectual habits of mind (i.e., an inquiry 
stance) in tandem with content expertise necessary for participation in a democratic society. 
 Intellectual habits of mind as a curriculum goal. Dewey (1938a) identified freedom as 
power and proclaimed, “the ideal aim of education is creation of power of self-control” (p. 64). 
Dewey (1938a) warned of an illusion of freedom when external control is abandoned for 
unintelligent impulses. He suggested we are being externally controlled in both cases; however, 
in the latter case, the chaotic nature of chance is in control. This brief description of control and 
freedom is a matter of social emotional learning, related to the importance of conscious action in 
the form of intellectual habits of mind (Greene, 1996).  
Habits for Dewey (1938a) were more than repeated, automatized behaviors, they were the 
conscious and unconscious ways people determine activity based on prior and present 
experience. Habits of mind are intellectually organized decisions or actions based on reflective 
thought. Dewey (1938a) contended “intelligent activity is distinguished from aimless activity by 
the fact that it involves selection of means–analysis–out of the variety of conditions that are 
present, and their arrangement–synthesis–to reach an intended aim or purpose” (p. 84). Dewey’s 
(1938b) theory of inquiry acknowledged the unconscious and partial use of mental habits used in 
daily experience, which is his rationale for further developing an individual’s habits of mind 
toward thoughtful action. He recognized people were continually faced with problems that 
require solutions; for that reason, he advocated for a conscious “formation of ideas, acting upon 




(Dewey, 1938b, p. 88). Simply put, a curricular goal of progressive education is to develop 
children’s inquiry stances, seen through reflective thinking habits and dispositions for thinking 
through project work. Teaching thinking processes and building dispositions for inquiry are 
ultimately transversal and a key learning goal in inquiry-based learning.  
 Academic curriculum goals. Dewey (1938a) contended subject matter taught according 
to the organizing structure of its discipline is the most authentic way for children to learn. He 
warned synthetic scopes and sequences served only to decontextualize the pieces from the whole 
and would not support future learning (Dewey, 1938a). Dewey and Dewey (1915) posited: 
Exercises which distinguish for the child the abstract qualities like length and color, 
regardless of the things of which they are qualities, may give the child great skill in 
performing the special exercise, but will not necessarily result in making him more 
successful in dealing with these qualities as they appear as factors in the situations of life. 
Much less will they train powers of comparing and discriminating at large so that they 
can be of any use… Help from others is not to be feared as an encroachment upon liberty, 
but this kind of help which restricts the use of the children’s own intelligence in forming 
ends and using ingenuity, initiative, and inventiveness in the selection and adaptation of 
methods. (pp. 118-119) 
Furthermore, Dewey and Dewey (1915) argued the academic curriculum should focus on 
the knowledge and skills found in daily life. They proposed the core principles of disciplines 
exist in experience; thus, subject-matter learning should be obtained through experiential 
inquiries. In other words, what needs to be learned emerges through the child’s interest in their 
world and should be directed by the teachers’ planning of educative experiences. Dewey (1916) 




felt doing so diminished the diversity needed in a flourishing democratic society. Dewey’s 
(1938) strong opposition to standardized content knowledge may seem at odds with his advocacy 
for specific thinking skills, dispositions, and social behaviors. Yet this makes sense when these 
are considered as rights to which citizens are entitled (e.g., freedom and democracy).  
Dewey’s (1938) advocacy for an emergent curriculum is where progressive education 
often loses its staying power in public schools. There is a perception that meeting standards and 
using an emergent curriculum are mutually exclusive. This assumption has been disproven in 
progressive schools that consider project work as central while recognizing it is not the only 
learning happening in classrooms (Dewey & Dewey, 1915; Helm & Katz, 2009; Smith, 2015). A 
study of how teachers balance the emergent curriculum of inquiry-based learning and the 
prescribed curriculum of state standards is interesting but is not the focus of this research. 
Conducting this study at JSC minimized this external pressure. At JSC, novice teachers were 
challenged to use their own subject matter knowledge as a means of identifying disciplinary 
knowledge and skills they needed as they worked with children.  
Progressive education was Dewey’s (1916, 1938a) vision for the aims and means of 
formal education. His philosophical reasoning, curricular non-negotiables, and guidelines for 
educative experiences help to situate inquiry-based learning as more than a constructivist 
approach to instruction.  
Teacher Growth  
  Dewey (1904) identified the knowledge, skills, and dispositions novice teachers need to 
learn to grow professionally throughout their careers. He also defined the role of the teacher in 




Relation to theory and practice. Dewey (1904) proposed three knowledge bases critical 
for progressive educators and details their strong connection to practice. The first is a foundation 
of educational psychology and history taught with attention to the connections between school 
and life experiences. He suggested psychology provides a conceptual framework for 
understanding human growth and learning as an essential function of life occurring within and 
outside of the classroom. While knowledge of educational policy and history is meant to develop 
the novice teachers’ critical lens and ability to assess educational trends, Dewey asserted a strong 
theoretical foundation supports the novice in connecting the principles of these theories to 
methods experienced in classrooms. The hope is teachers will strive for larger educational aims 
and resist methods that produce quick temporal results (Dewey, 1904, 1938a).  
The second is subject-matter expertise. This is crucial in an emergent curriculum, because 
disciplinary knowledge and skills are not taught using a prescribed scope and sequence (Dewey, 
1904). Subject matter is identified according to its alignment with children’s interests and 
selected based on its usefulness to the current inquiry unit. The teacher must be prepared to 
integrate elements of a discipline helpful to the emerging inquiry (Pratt, 1948; Sanders-Smith & 
Dávila, 2019).  
Last and most essential for teachers is a strong inquiry stance that consists of the ability 
to use reflective thought (i.e., logically organized inquiry) and one’s inquiry dispositions (i.e., 
open mindedness, wholeheartedness, responsibility). Dewey (1904) stated: 
Only a teacher thoroughly trained in the higher levels of intellectual method and who thus 
has constantly in [their] own mind a sense of what adequate and genuine intellectual 
activity means, will be likely, indeed, not in mere word, to respect the mental integrity 




Dewey suggested the mental habits and methods of the teacher must be in line with the “new” 
psychology of learning and consistent with the goals of a scientifically oriented democratic 
society (Dewey & Dewey, 1915).  
The work of teachers. Dewey (1904) suggested the mental habit of noticing children’s 
interests on the basis of intellectual wonder is an essential trait for teachers. He used the 
descriptor “soul-action” to describe a learner’s inner attention to subject matter and positioned 
teachers as inspirers and directors of “soul-life” (p. 321). Dewey (1904) designated the “supreme 
mark and criterion of a teacher” as the ability to “keep track, recognize the signs of [soul-
actions’] presence or absence, to know how it is initiated and maintained, and to test it by results 
attained” (p. 319).  
If directing “the mental movement of the student” (Dewey, 1904, p. 327) is the work of 
the teacher and “mental movement must be known before it can be directed” (p. 327), then 
examining how novice teachers learn to do this is essential. Pedagogical documentation as 
practiced and developed by the Reggio Emilia approach is described as a method “to ensure 
listening and being listened to” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 68). In this study, I am conceptualizing 
pedagogical documentation as an empirically visible way to understand the work of teachers as 
described by Dewey in 1904 and 1933. Through the collection of documentation, children’s soul 
action is intentionally listened for and used to create future educative experiences (Krechevsky et 
al., 2013; Rinaldi, 2006).  
Rinaldi, in an interview (2010), conceptualized documentation as more than a tool. She 
stated it is a qualitative “attitude of developing new ways of knowing and relating to children 




true, documentation then becomes an exercise for shaping dispositional readiness and reflective 
thinking at the level of the teacher (Dewey, 1933). 
Theoretical Commitments 
Dewey’s theories on the nature of human learning, progressive education, and teacher 
growth in relation to theory and practice account for the theoretical commitments in which this 
study is grounded (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). These theoretical lenses shape my 
understanding of the education JSC strives to provide, my interest in studying how teachers learn 
to use inquiry methods of instruction in classrooms, and my interpretations of novice teachers’ 
experiences implementing an inquiry-based emergent curriculum. 
John Dewey holds dual titles of America’s philosopher and the most influential figure in 
education of the 20th century (“John Dewey Dead at 92,” 1952). A strong Deweyan frame was 
critical to better understanding the teaching and learning taking place at JSC. The director 
introduces JSC to newcomers as a progressive school and the school is marketed as Reggio 
Emilia inspired (field note, August 16, 2018; JSC website). Dewey is recognized as the leading 
figure in progressive education and the Reggio Emilia approach recognizes Dewey’s writings as 
fundamental to their progressive education system of schools (Edwards et al., 2012). JSC draws 
institutionalized philosophies and practices from both Dewey and the Reggio Emilia approach.  
The selection of Deweyan writings that form the theoretical framework for this study 
offer a holistic point of reference for the teaching and learning occurring at the child and adult 
level at JSC. These writings help me conceptualize the curricular goals (i.e., social cohesion, 
habits of mind, academic learning) and pedagogy novice teachers were tasked with enacting, as 




 Dewey (1933) offered a theory of inquiry and describes the prerequisite conditions 
within classrooms and people in the form of dispositions needed for developing reflective 
thinking habits. He positioned inquiry habits as the way we think and advocates for a more 
conscious and systematized habit of mind in the form of reflective thinking. Dewey’s (1933, 
1938b) theory of learning, when assumed as valid, is foundational for understanding inquiry-
based learning as a worthy research and instructional endeavor.  
Dewey’s conception of the democratic aims and means of education gives this study a 
language and conceptual lens to construct an understanding of the pedagogical pursuits at JSC. 
Thinking through a progressive education lens, I consider the philosophically grounded aims and 
practices teachers in the K-1 classroom at JSC were enacting related to inquiry-based learning 
(Dewey, 1916, 1938a; Dewey & Dewey, 1915).  
Dewey’s (1904) writing on the relation of theory to practice in teacher education 
suggested distinct knowledge sets, abilities, and mindsets required of teachers enacting 
progressive practices. The attributes of a teacher, as described by Dewey, helped when 
considering the content presented to novice teachers, expectations for their practice, and how 
they individually approached teaching inside the K-1 classroom. Dewey’s description of the 
teacher as director of soul-life is theoretically aligned to one of the purposes served by 
pedagogical documentation in the Reggio Emilia approach (Rinaldi, 1996). Documentation as 
practiced in Reggio Emilia and researched by Project Zero also serves as a pragmatic example of 
Dewey’s vision for the work of teachers (Edwards et al., 2012; Giudici et al., 2001; Krechevsky 
et al., 2013; Project Zero, 2003; Rinaldi, 2006). Dewey’s theories about learning, the democratic 
aims and means of progressive education, and teacher education come together to form a holistic 





 A selection of John Dewey’s writings on inquiry as a mode of knowing, progressive 
education, and teacher growth formed the theoretical framework of this study. Additionally, 
practices and philosophies that aligned with Dewey’s theories, like the Reggio Emilia approach, 
were used to conceptualize his ideas. The goal of this study was to better understand the 
experiences of novice teachers implementing inquiry-based learning inside a progressive 
classroom. Using a Deweyan theoretical framework supported my researcher lens by helping me 
navigate philosophical, psychological, and practice-based layers of the phenomena. Applying a 
Deweyan lens helped both identify different elements of progressive education and see the 
connections between parts of education. A sound theoretical framework was important to this 
study from the early conceptual phases through the writing of the final report. Throughout this 
study, I continually tamed my deductive mind that sought to tag and organize real experience 
into neat theoretical boxes. Instead, I consciously applied my inductive mind to learn from the 
lived experiences of these teachers about how they perceived their work and what elements they 





CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY  
 
This qualitative case study uses a single-case embedded design for “tracing operational 
processes over time” within a K-1 classroom (Yin, 2018, p. 46). The study context is the Joyful 
School Co-lab (JSC) where the K-1 classroom was selected as a single case. Within the K-1 case, 
I closely study the embedded cases of three novice teachers as they implement inquiry-based 
practices for the first time. Qualitative research strives to elucidate aspects of the human 
condition and experience that are not easily perceived, thus requiring intentional and prolonged 
engagement, represented through multiple perspectives in naturalistic settings (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). 
 This investigation was undertaken as a qualitative case study to align my methodological 
approach with the paradigm found in progressive education and inquiry-based approaches. 
Malaguzzi’s Reggio Emilia approach and Dewey’s (1916) philosophy of education both view 
knowledge construction as a socially mediated phenomena grounded in experience and assert 
education is the basis for societal renewal and continuation (Edwards et al., 2012). While these 
philosophies diverge when it comes to Dewey’s pragmatism, there is cohesion in their shared 
democratic aims and overlapping methods. This study is situated within a social-constructivist 
interpretive framework. Social constructivists similarly view research as an interactional process 
between researcher and participants (File et al., 2017). This paradigm differs from a positivist 
view of the possibility of social knowledge existing objectively or separately from the contextual 
and subjective world of the researcher (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Research is not 




interpretations, I came to embrace my multi-faceted relationship with JSC as a strength more 
than a liability.  
Much consideration was given to establishing cohesion between phenomena, theory, and 
methodology. For example, progressive education supports an inductive approach to curriculum 
development that situates the lived experiences of learners at the center of the educational 
experience (Dewey, 1938). Likewise, qualitative case study also endeavors to center lived 
experiences and meanings created in context to understand the particulars and complexity of the 
social phenomena under study (Stake, 1995). Studying the phenomena of three novice teachers’ 
experiential learning as they implemented an inquiry-based emergent curriculum required me to 
immerse myself into their daily work life. Case study is a holistic investigation of naturally 
occurring phenomena that requires the researcher’s presence; furthermore, this was an 
instrumental case study that allowed for an intense look at the phenomena under study in a 
natural, though not necessarily typical, setting (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). For these reasons, I 
chose to conduct a case study at JSC to investigate the following questions:  
1. How do messages novice teachers receive from the head teacher and school context 
communicate what was valued inside the K-1 inquiry classroom? 
2. What inquiry habits do these novice teachers show and develop as they learn to 
implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum? 
3. How do these novice teachers use their practice of documentation to see, think, and 
wonder?  
Role of the Researcher 
 This section is a necessary acknowledgement of my relationship to JSC and participants 




detailing the steps I took to ensure an ethical and trustworthy study. I have a longstanding 
relationship with JSC that is both professional and personal. My personal relationship is as a 
mother of two children at JSC, neither of whom were students in the case classroom at the time 
of the study. Previously, my older child spent two years as a student in the K-1 case classroom. 
During this time, I became familiar with the K-1 head teacher and organizational features within 
the classroom; I experienced schoolwide events like parent teacher conferences and project 
studies events. At the time of this study, the two co-teachers and one student teacher were new to 
the K-1 classroom. The baseline knowledge with which I came into this study allowed me to 
focus my energy on the novice teachers’ enculturation process versus my own, while 
appreciating and inscribing the newness a different vantage point offered me.  
Additionally, JSC is the laboratory school for the College of Education where I received 
a Master of Education in 2014 and have spent the last five years pursuing my PhD. For this 
reason, I have a longstanding collegial relationship with site participants (see Table 4.1). I have 
served as a field supervisor at JSC, attended professional conferences with staff, and taught as a 
College of Education instructor.  
Drawing on Peshkin’s (1988) advice on subjectivities, from the outset I knew simple 
awareness of my positionality would not be enough to buffer the study from my researcher bias. 
My relationship to JSC situated me as an insider participant observer during this study but also 
put me at risk of over identification or creating an overly generous research account. Thus, I 
needed to acknowledge and plan for my subjectivities. My personal subjectivities are what 
Peshkin called his “I” subjectivities, or the parts of yourself that cannot be bracketed, and 




personal and professional endorsements of JSC and inquiry-based teaching as my community 
member and inquiry teacher subjectivities. 
 
Table 4.1 
Researcher and Participant Relationship 
Existing 
relationship 














in social studies 
as action inquiry 
course 
 
Former student from 
elementary methods 
course 
Personal  Teacher-parent 2 years       
 
My community member subjectivity came out during fieldwork when I felt my help was 
needed or help was requested despite my research activities, and when sensitive information was 
discussed concerning children and families. I was fortunate that these were rare occasions and 
not totally unexpected, yet it required an internal, in-the-moment negotiating of my research 
priorities and community member subjectivity. To help maintain my researcher and community 
member balance, I would record in my research journal when I did or did not help and times I 





 My inquiry teacher subjectivity was most bothersome during analysis and writing. At 
times, I found myself reminiscing on my own formative experiences as a novice teacher in 
schools that used inquiry. I would dwell on the missed messages I was not ready to make sense 
of and moments that were successes at the time, but I would do differently now. My inquiry 
teacher subjectivity would, at other times, take a critical or evaluator stance that desired deeper, 
faster, and more ideal engagements from the novice teachers. When I found myself slipping into 
my own experiences or judging reality against imagined scenarios, I began writing them out like 
diary entries, which helped me get the experience out of my head and quite literally into the 
trash. This process granted me greater empathy for Mae, Ji-yoo, and Linda, as I recognized 
patterns shared and those unique to individuals.  
Something that did come up was the need to revisit the novice teachers’ verbatim quotes 
via audio recordings that were later transcribed and added into field notes. When I was rereading 
my field note data set in preparation for coding, I found I had written more of the K-1 head 
teacher’s comments in my initial field notes during whole staff meetings than the three novice 
teachers combined. I learned two things from this discovery. One was that Liv, the K-1 head 
teacher, was asked to share her thoughts more often and did in fact speak more and for longer 
periods, reflecting her leadership position across settings. The second was that a clear bias had 
caused me to ignore the novice teachers’ voices while placing more importance on Liv’s 
contributions, particularly in whole school settings. I then spent the next month attempting to 
better balance participant voices through extensive transcription of audio and by refocusing 




• initiating candid conversations prior to site approval and throughout with the K-1 
head teacher (Liv) and school director (Sally) about the research process and 
progress, maintaining confidentiality, and my role as a participant researcher; 
• member checking initial interpretations and sending draft chapters for feedback to Liv 
and Sally; taking notes on their reactions and considering my interpretations through 
their perspectives 
• peer debriefing with two colleagues with varying degrees of knowledge about the 
school context, inquiry, progressive education philosophy, and Reggio Emilia 
approach. Kitty Schmidt-Jones and I met on three occasions to share data and 
interpretations about our separate yet parallel research projects happening at JSC. She 
provided insight on the different dispositions participants were showing. Mary Lyons, 
a former co-teacher at JSC and public school teacher, acted as a critical friend. 
Despite her two year part-time work at JSC and attendance at the North American 
Reggio Emilia Alliance summer conference together with JSC staff, university 
faculty, and myself, she remained skeptical about and resistant to the time spent in 
highly philosophical conversations that were ongoing at JSC and in Reggio-inspired 
circles. Our monthly meetings where we shared about our ongoing research projects 
pushed me to articulate what I was observing and to consider the experiences the 
novice teachers were having from a practice-based perspective in addition to the 
attention I was giving to individuals’ dispositions and use of inquiry.  
• physically positioning myself closer to co-teachers or across from the head teacher to 





• intentionally withholding comments and giving brief responses when included in 
conversations during observations and alternatively taking off my researcher hat and 
engaging in chit-chat with co-teachers outside of scheduled observations and beyond 
the scope of the research (e.g., in the kitchen, family nights); 
• making visible the act of taking field notes and recording meetings to keep myself 
and the participants aware of my role as a researcher (Emerson et al., 2011); and  
•  staying close to participants’ exact words in field notes via transcriptions of audio. 
 The topics of realness and intent also arose in conversations with participants. The school 
director, Sally, cautioned research can “pull back the curtain” and Mae voiced concern this 
research would highlight everything she was doing wrong. Thus, I was careful to position myself 
as a colleague in a joint effort to better understand the craft of teaching through inquiry and as a 
human outside of my research role. I gave assurances throughout that my intent was not 
evaluative in nature yet would not take the form of an authorized biography (Peshkin, 1988).  
My insider status provided an experience of immersion during fieldwork while 
necessitating vigilance during data collection, analysis, and writing. The risk of over-
identification was high because I am a member of the school community in addition to my role 
as researcher (Peshkin, 1988). Additionally, my status as a senior member, in terms of time and 
familiarity with the site, also required negotiating with the novice teachers to assure them I was 
not looking through an evaluator’s lens. I learned my subjectivities were not something I could 
think my way out of—they live inside of me. So instead of ignoring my subjectivities, I used 
them as a tool for self-reflection and a personal alarm for making aware deliberations and 
interpretations throughout this study. My prior familiarity with JSC, the K-1 classroom, and the 




allowed me to better focus on gaining new and deeper understandings about these novice 
teachers’ first encounters with an inquiry-based progressive pedagogy.  
Research Design 
This research study uses a single case embedded design to study the experiences of 
novice teachers learning to implement an inquiry-based curriculum (Yin, 2018). JSC is the 
context for the case classroom and is important to the case in terms of schoolwide identity, 
guidelines, and deadlines influencing the work being done inside the case. The “bounded 
system” of the K-1 classroom is where the phenomena of novice teachers learning to use inquiry-
based practices was studied (Stake, 1995, p. 2). This case was selected because Liv, the K-1 head 
teacher, is an experienced inquiry teacher and mentor teacher. At the time of this study, two new 
co-teachers and an early field experience student teacher, each with less than two years of 
classroom experience and no experience in inquiry classrooms, were assigned to the K-1 
classroom. The experiences of the three novice teachers being mentored, by Liv, across 6 
months, are the embedded units of analysis within the K-1 case (Yin, 2018). Choosing the K-1 
classroom at JSC represents an instrumental case study, meaning it was identified and selected 
because the phenomena I wanted to research was occurring there (Stake, 1995). This study 
required a case in which inquiry-based learning was an established practice and that teachers’ 
new to inquiry were expected to be making sense of and implementing inquiry-based practices 













Figure 4.1. Single case embedded design 
 
Setting 
The setting for this study includes the JSC school context and the K-1 case classroom.  
Context of case. JSC is a College of Education laboratory school with four classrooms 
(P–5) at a large midwestern university. During the school’s history, which spans over 30 years, it 
has primarily used an inquiry framework, the Project Approach (field note, August 16, 2018; 
Sally interview, September 14, 2018; Helm & Katz, 2009). The director prior to Sally conducted 
research on the Project Approach and open-ended activities with a focus on applications to gifted 
students and public school settings (Hertzog, 2007). Accounts of JSC’s project work using the 
Project Approach framework have been published and the school was previously recognized as a 
leader in project work (Helm & Katz, 2009). JSC has also been the focus of research on 
pedagogical documentation. Kang (2013) investigated and compared the processes and 
challenges faced as teachers practiced documentation in a public and private setting and 
Context: Joyful School Co-lab 










suggested a framework for documentation based on her findings. Aside from Sally and the 
school’s administrative aide, the staff is relatively new, ranging from 0-5 years of service. In the 
last ten years JSC has moved away from the use of the Project Approach. During that time, JSC 
has begun identifying as a Reggio Emilia-inspired “progressive school [with] space for activism 
and teaching and learning about children’s rights, human rights, family rights” (field note, Sally-
school director, August 16, 2018). There is nothing inherently dichotomous between using the 
Project Approach and identifying as Reggio-inspired (Helm & Katz, 2009). According to Sally’s 
opening remarks at the first teacher institute day of the new school year: 
The school endeavor is to be a place for families to have a really robust and wonderful 
learning experience and be a place for research, best practice, and to promote the work of 
student teachers and other practicum-kind of students on campus. (field note, August 16, 
2018)  
JSC is a small, private, tuition-based program with approximately 100 students. Most 
families are affiliated with the university. JSC shares key principles with the Reggio Emilia 
approach: emergent curriculum, project work, representational development, collaboration, 
teachers as researchers, documentation, and environment (JSC website, 2018). At JSC, teachers 
use inquiry-based practices for project work and document children’s words, actions, and 
learning processes. Documentation is referenced for planning and reporting purposes during staff 
meetings, head teacher meetings, classroom teacher meetings, with children in the classroom, 
and with families. JSC’s status is a lab school whose mission is to support teacher education and 
research in addition to their prolonged engagement with the Reggio Emilia approach and the 




study the experiences and learning of novice teachers’ as they implemented an inquiry-based 
emergent curriculum.  
JSC is home to four classrooms: a preschool classroom (ages 3-5), K-1 (ages 5-7), grades 
2-3 (ages 7-9), and grades 4-5 (ages 9-11). In the primary grades, children are present from 8:20-
3:00 p.m. and class sizes range between 15-26 students. In each class, there is a head teacher 
who is present Monday through Friday in the morning and afternoon, and two part-time co-
teachers, working at 50% time. JSC’s co-teachers are often graduate students from the College of 
Education with varying degrees of classroom experience and familiarity with progressive 
educational approaches. Supporting the college’s teacher education program is important to the 
intellectual atmosphere and school mission at JSC. During the first teacher institute day, Sally 
told staff student teachers are considered 
a fourth member of your team . . . they will ask you questions and make you reflect back 
to them and I love that because they ask really important questions and we don’t always 
know the answer but then we’re going to think together about them. (field notes, August 
16, 2018) 
The case classroom. The K-1 2018-2019 classroom served 21 children between the ages 
of 5 and 7 (16 of 21 were new to K-1) with an even split between kindergarteners and first 
graders. The ratio of boys to girls was 14:7. The class had four teachers (including the student 
teacher). Liv was the full-time head teacher, Mae and Ji-yoo were part-time co-teachers, and 
Linda was an early field experience student teacher. Mae and Ji-yoo traded off morning and 
afternoon hours to accommodate their school schedules. This also provided them an opportunity 






K-1 Teacher Schedules 
K-1 
teachers Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
Liv 8:15-5:15 8:15-5:15 8:15-5:15 8:15-5:15 8:15-5:15 
      
Ji-yoo 11:30-3:30 12:00-4:00 11:30-3:30 8:00-12:00 11:30-3:30 
      
Mae 8:00-12:00 8:00-12:00 8:00-12:00 10:30-3:30 8:00-12:00 
      
Linda 8:00-12:00 8:30-12:30 8:30-3:30 8:30-12:30  
 
Liv, the K-1 head teacher, uses an inquiry-based emergent curriculum to structure 
learning inside the K-1 class. In recent years, she has stopped using the Project Approach as a 
framework for inquiry units, abandoning the stricter pacing, instructional and assessment 
protocols, and three phases of the approach. K-1 projects do share the cyclical nature, 
transdisciplinary goals, and instructional practices identified as markers of inquiry learning 
across the literature (Chu, Reynolds, Tavares, Notari, & Lee, 2017; Darling-Hammond et al., 
2008; Dewey, 1938, Katz & Chard, 2000; Kokotsaki et al., 2016; Malaguzzi, 2012). Inquiry in 
K-1 often uses the starter “see, think, wonder” in which wonders become the seeds for 
investigations, communication, and action. It is common for children to gather information from 
their peers using survey sheets. Later, their results are presented to the class where a group 
dialogue ensues, and a plan is decided. “Children’s topics range from God and belief to ways to 
improve the K-1 bathroom and JSC playground to the world and the many symbols we use to 
represent it, including language, flags, and maps” (Liv, email to families, February 1, 2019). An 
established intellectual culture of inquiry exists inside K-1 as they use inquiry methods to 




  A typical day includes time for play, coming together as a group, choice time, and small 
group instruction (see Table 4.3). 
Table 4.3 
K-1 Daily schedule 
  Activities   Activities 





8:40-10:00 Play and Project-Snack 12:30-1:00 Recess 
10:00-10:30 Morning Meeting 1:00-1:40 Math/STEM Writers Workshop M-W 
10:30-11:30 Recess/lunch 1:40-2:20 Activity/project time 
    11:30-12:00 Carpet reading 2:20-2:45 Whole group meeting or read aloud 




The focal participants in this case study were three novice teachers who were tasked with 
implementing an inquiry-based emergent curriculum under the guidance of the K-1 head teacher. 
Sally, the director of JSC, and Liv, the K-1 head teacher, were participant informants throughout 
the study.  
Focal participants. Ji-yoo, a co-teacher, is a second-year PhD student studying 
educational policy. She is a Korean woman in her late 20s. She earned her bachelor’s degree in 




and instruction from an east coast university in 2014. After receiving her master’s degree, Ji-yoo 
taught kindergarten in South Korea for two years because she wanted classroom experience 
before starting a PhD. After one year of being in the doctoral program, she sought out the 
position at JSC to remain grounded in practice. She was interested in JSC because of its history 
of using the Project Approach, which Ji-yoo learned about during her master’s program. Her 
spoken English is something she regards as a struggle, and she finds it challenging to think 
deeply about what a child is asking and to respond quickly enough to keep the conversation 
going (interview, November 18, 2018). As the school year progressed, she became more 
comfortable speaking during team meetings and appreciated that Liv was a patient conversation 
partner who allowed her time to get her thoughts across (interview, February 15, 2019).  
Mae, a co-teacher, is a 22-year old White woman. She earned her bachelor’s degree in 
elementary education in May 2018 from the College of Education in which JSC is affiliated. She 
was drawn to JSC for the chance to teach in a school different than her own school experience; 
though, at times, she expressed difficulty with the progressive program. When in conversation, 
Mae often ended sentences with “that’s really hard” or “I don’t know” (field notes, August 27, 
2018). Mae had some familiarity with JSC before becoming a co-teacher in the K-1 classroom. 
She had a good impression of JSC students, having coached several of them at a local 
gymnastics school. As well, Mae visited the lab school for assignments during her undergraduate 
program and had Sally as a professor. Unlike the “girls” in her undergraduate cohort who “knew 
they wanted to be teachers their whole life,” Mae became a teacher through the “process of 




Advertising seemed like using your creativity for evil. . . . In school, you are using your 
skills to help solve problems and not telling kids that they have issues that don’t exist. I 
decided and it fell into place, it made the most sense. (interview, November 8, 2018)  
Mae decided to start her master’s degree in August 2018 and took Sally up on an offer to work at 
JSC. She said: 
I didn’t want to teach in the suburbs. That’s what everyone in my cohort is doing and my 
mom expected me to do. To move back home and teach in the district I went to school in. 
I didn’t feel like that fit right now. So, trying something more unique seemed like the 
thing to do. (interview, November 8, 2019) 
Linda is a senior in the elementary education licensure program, the same program from 
which Mae graduated the previous spring. Linda’s Fall 2018 placement at JSC in K-1 is a part of 
her early field experience; in Spring 2019, she would student teach and graduate. Linda came to 
the University of Central State from the East Coast, which is slightly unusual for this university’s 
teacher education program. She has expressed annoyance at frequently being asked why she 
chose this university. Linda is not a member of a sorority, which she shares as a distinguishing 
feature between herself and other cohort members. While on campus, she has found community 
at the Chabad Jewish life center and shared, “I identify as a Jew and I am very proud of that” 
(interview, December 12, 2018).  
Participant informants. Liv, the head teacher, is a White woman in her early 50s who 
“constantly played school with her sisters and friends” growing up and who has a “sweet 
attachment to school” (interview, October 4, 2018). Liv has a bachelor’s degree in educational 
psychology from an east coast liberal arts college and a master’s degree in curriculum with a 




piloted a program called “Advanced Studies in Teaching and Learning” during her master’s 
degree; this focused in depth on studying the processes of learning in addition to completing 
methods courses. Liv has coordinated early intervention services and taught preschool at other 
university-affiliated schools during her 20 years as an educator. Liv was starting her sixth year as 
the K-1 head teacher at JSC at the time of this study. Currently, she is the most senior teacher at 
JSC; only the school director and administrative assistant have been at the school longer. Liv 
brings a strong developmental lens to her practice in addition to a wisdom reminiscent of a 
philosopher. 
Liv’s aura is one of calm, and when she speaks, those around her listen attentively. She 
speaks in verse in the classroom, yet her voice is never saccharin sweet or a false singsong. Her 
movements are rarely hurried, yet they have a purposeful quality similar in its essence to her 
speech. Liv’s demeanor is consistent across spaces and interactions and is a marker of her 
teaching and the K-1 classroom culture. She is often in a squatting position in the classroom, 
listening closely to children’s words with an open posture and hands ready to hold or be held. 
Liv, like the K-1 classroom environment, has a natural and utilitarian vibe.  
Sally, the director at JSC, is a White woman in her late 40s. She has an EdD in education 
policy from JSC’s affiliated College of Education. Sally has an ability to hold a conversation 
partner with her eyes; this puts a physicality to her phrase “staying in it,” a descriptive favorite of 
hers. Sally is a fixer and caretaker with a full-time responsibility to children, families, and staff, 
although her position with the university is split 75% as director and 25% as adjunct faculty in 
the College of Education. On any given day she can be observed in scheduled and unscheduled 
meetings with staff and families, giving tours to potential families, filling in for lunch duty so 




Recruitment. All the head and co-teachers at JSC were recruited as participants during 
the first teacher institute day of the school year and gave informed consent (see Table 4.4).  
Table 4.4 
Teacher Participant List, Job Title, and Years at JSC 













Belinda 1st year Devangana                                                         
2nd year- 
1st in PK 






  Jane  2nd year   





  Mae 1st year   
2-3 class Kate 3rd year Marie 
6th year-
1st in 2/3 













Jim 1st year   
    Marisol 
2nd year- 
1st in 4/5 
1 in PK       
    
 
Recruiting staff beyond the case classroom was necessary because focus teachers and non-focus 
teachers interact during staff meetings and school events, thus informing the novice teachers’ 
experience and the researcher’s construction of the case. I was given 15 minutes at the start of 
the staff meeting to introduce the study and pass out informed consent permission slips, which I 




participate. The participant informants, Liv and Sally, who provided entry to the site, were 
recruited in Spring 2018.  
Children from K-1 (aged 5 to 7) were recruited for the study via their families, as the 
study is informed by classroom observations, teacher documentation, and conversations adult 
participants may have about children. Before the first day of school, JSC families were invited 
for short classroom visits. During these visits, I introduced the study and handed out parental 
consent forms, letting them know they could return the form to me at the end of their visit or to a 
designated folder in the hallway. Additionally, I spent the first week of the school year following 
up with families and collecting consent forms. Child assent was sought when an adult family 
member was present at pick-up or drop-off during the first week of school. Family members who 
participated in K-1 family documentation meetings were recruited, as their contributions during 
these meetings inform the case. I asked all potential participants to please return consent forms 
regardless of their decision to participation, and I had a 100% return rate on consent forms across 
teacher, children, and family participants with only four of the children’s consent forms 
restricting the use of photos and audio for public dissemination.  
Methodology 
Case study research that seeks “an in-depth study of a phenomena in its real-world 
context” (Yin, 2018, p. 189) requires the gathering of multiple sources of evidence across a 
prolonged engagement in the field to develop “converging lines of inquiry” (p. 189) and 
establish credibility. Stake (1995) reminded us that, although official data gathering may have a 
neat start date, the act begins more ambiguously, having started when we began thinking of 
research questions and during our early design. He also warned it will include any background or 




coming from my store of personal experience and sought to privilege official data sources that 
include field notes created from observations and audio transcripts, participant questionnaires 
and interviews, and artifacts. Triangulation is the act of using multiple evidence sources to 
clarify meaning and support or challenge interpretations (Stake, 1995). Triangulating findings 
across and within data sets across time is how this study endeavored to stay close to the data and 
strive for confirmability. I sought dependability through the process of back-coding with an 
expert in progressive pedagogy. Peer debriefing, member-checking emerging themes, and 
sharing initial drafts with participants support the study’s credibility through a multi-layer review 
process of researcher interpretations thus decreasing researcher bias and ensuring participants 
perspectives are represented accurately (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
In the Spring of 2018, I assessed K-1’s potential as an instrumental case where inquiry-
based learning and the practice of documentation could be studied. During this 3-week period, I 
piloted my observation methods inside the classroom and team meetings and streamlined how 
teacher documentation could be shared. Across three meetings, the teachers shared 
documentation in the form of observations, pictures, and transcripts about a game in which most 
of the class was involved. The teachers and I discussed the significance of the children’s 
activities as a communal effort that included many members and interpreted the event as 
reflecting group cohesion between the kindergarten and first grade children.  
From the data collected, I created a documentation panel. Documentation panels are 
typically made up of five to seven PowerPoint slides that include photographs of children in 
process, transcriptions, and adult interpretations about the project. Collecting documentation and 
creating these panels are a big part of the work all teachers at JSC experience; documentation 




Education. By undertaking the work of collecting documentation, participating in joint meaning 
making, and ultimately curating a documentation panel, I experienced a major task required of 
teachers working at JSC and member checked the process and product with Liv to ensure I 
understood these important features of the program. The time spent with K-1 in the spring also 
served as a temperature check for the new working relationship between Liv as a participant 
informant and me as researcher.  
I conducted fieldwork for this case study across 6 months, from August 16, 2018–
February 15, 2019. This prolonged engagement supports the study’s credibility (see Table 4.5). 
Table 4.5 
Fieldwork Schedule, Context, and Data Collected 
  Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 





























































Table 4.5 continued       


































Liv, Mae, & 
Ji-yoo 
    
 
 
Data Sources and Collection Methods  
In addition to a 6-month prolonged engagement, I established credibility through the 










Establishing Credibility Through Multiple Sources of Evidence  
Source of      
evidence Data sources  Collection procedure 
Documentation: 
artifacts created 
in the course of 
participants 
daily life    
Emails to families and between 
team                   
 




Teacher gathered and created 
pedagogical documentation     
 
 
Handouts: PD informational sheets, 
staff meeting agendas, etc.   
Added to email listserv and Cc'd                   
 
 
Digitized at end of fieldwork  
 
Photographed artifacts weekly                
 
Participants shared documentation, 
P/T conference narratives, and 
documentation panel slides                         
 





1 interview with student teacher 40 
minutes on 12/12/18          
2 interviews with co-teachers 30-40 
minutes on 11/13/18 & 2/15/19    
3 interviews with head teacher 1hr 




Audio recorded and transcribed              
Interviews arranged with head 






Hardcopies given and collected 
during recruitment days  
Participant 
observation 
Field notes:                     
21 K-1 teacher meetings  
14 K-1 classroom observations                    
5 JSC meetings                                 
2 K-1 family meetings                           
Observations written in real time                            
Audio recorded and transcribed, 
quotes added to field notes  
 
Participant observation. Observational data was the primary source I used to understand 
the K-1 case and the novice teachers’ experiences within it. My time in the field was spent as a 
participant observer. Although my participation at the school as a parent, College of Education 
student and instructor, and university supervisor grants me insider status, in meetings and inside 




focus on my research activity with a wider lens and allowed me to create detailed notes, thus 
capturing a more nuanced “inscribed experience” than if I were constantly engaged and 
attempting to jot notes when possible (Emerson et al., 2011). I shared this preference with 
participants and tried not to jump into the action too often. I recorded observational notes that 
captured the context, interactions, and the essence of activity along with audio recordings.  
I collected observational data during 14 K-1 classroom observations and 47 meetings 
throughout this 6-month study. I created field notes from observational data gathered during 23 
K-1 meetings (two family, 12 team, one Liv and Linda, four Liv and Ji-yoo, and four Liv and 
Mae meetings), six head teacher, and six teacher institute meetings (see Table 4.7).  
Table 4.7 













8/22/18 1.75 8/17/18 1.34 Liv, Mae, Ji-yoo 8/16-8/17 8 
Teacher 
Institute 




9/20/18 0.75 Teacher Institute 













































10/16/18 2.5 10/31/18 1 Liv, Linda 
   
10/24/18 3.1 11/1/18 1 K-1 & 2/3 
   
10/31/18 2 11/6/18 0.5 Liv, Linda 
   




   




   
12/5/18 1.34 11/29/18 0.7 Liv, Mae    
12/13/18 5.5 11/29/18 0.4 Liv, Ji-yoo 
   
2/1/19 2  12/4/18 0.5 Liv, Ji-yoo 
   
  12/6/18 0.5 Liv, Mae    
  12/11/18 0.5 Liv, Ji-yoo 
   
  12/18/18 0.5 Liv, Mae    
  1/7/19 2.5 Liv, Mae, Ji-yoo 
   
  1/25/19 1 Liv, Mae, Ji-yoo 
   
    2/8/19 1 Liv, Mae, Ji-yoo       
 
Observational field notes culled from the final database and not coded included 5 of 6 
head teacher and 2 of 6 teacher institute meetings, because novice teachers were not featured. 
Thus, a total of 42 field notes were coded. The time spent observing inside the K-1 classroom 
averaged three hours weekly and took place across morning and afternoon on Tuesdays or 
Thursdays. This flexible scheduling was needed to observe novice teachers with different 




and head teacher meetings averaged 30 minutes, while teacher institute meetings ranged from 2 
hours to 5 hours. 
Observational notes were taken long-hand and meetings were audio recorded and 
selectively transcribed based on in-text timestamps noted. Audio recording participants’ dialogue 
was a way for me to balance possible researcher bias. Knowing, I could, revisit audio 
transcriptions for direct quotes, freed me to focus on other contextual details such as the 
dynamics between group members and individual engagement during observations. During 
classroom and meeting observations a recording device was set in a visible spot, an active choice 
that signaled my “researcher hat” was on. Audio transcripts and other documentation evidence 
(e.g., pictures, charts) were paired with observational field notes as a means of gathering multiple 
perspectives of the activity (Goldman, 2007).  
In the second month of fieldwork, I began typing my notes during observations, which 
made creating field notes more efficient. Finished, field notes consisted of expanded 
observational notes and transcribed dialogue (Emerson et al., 2011). They were created in a 
template that provided a column for descriptive notes and another column for in-process 
researcher interpretations, questions, and subjectivities, which served to illuminate themes and 
patterns and as a self-check on the tone and focus of field notes over time (see Appendix C).  
Interview data. Interviews are evidence sources that privilege participant voices and 
seek first-hand accounts about their experiences and background. The two sets of interview data 
collected for this study include teacher interviews and teacher questionnaires. 
Teacher interviews. The process of interviewing the K-1 teachers provided insights into 
the activities I was observing through first-hand accounts of individual experiences. Stake (1995) 




case will not be seen the same by everyone…the interview is the main road to multiple realities” 
(p. 64). The interviews proved to be emotion-filled reflections of the teachers’ expectations, 
realities, and desires as they each made sense of their identities and roles in the K-1 classroom. 
Teacher interviews did indeed allow me to see more and illuminated complexities. With 
observational data alone, these complexities would have gone unnoticed (Stake, 1995). These 
multiple perspectives functioned as a means for triangulation by verifying and extending 
information gathered from other sources and for checking the researcher’s interpretations 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stake, 1995). 
Interviews followed a semi-structured protocol and took place on site at JSC during non-
instructional times (see Appendix B). I interviewed Liv for 1 hour in October, December, and 
February. Mae and Ji-yoo were interviewed twice for 30-60 minutes in November and February. 
Linda was interviewed for 30 minutes in December after the end of the term. I interviewed Sally 
for 1 hour in September and November. Her interviews provided contextual information about 
the school. Interviews provided a sense of participants’ here-and-now constructions with regard 
to their impressions of the teaching and learning happening for themselves and the children 
inside the K-1 classroom. These included reconstructions of past experiences and projections for 
future experiences.  
The content of individual interviews shifted to reflect meanings and questions arising 
during the study and during interviews. The initial interviews sought biographical information 
for each participant, and, in Mae’s case, the second interview became a space for her to recount 
experiences and think about how they have influenced her path up until now. During interviews, 
I sought the novice teacher’s perspective on what and how they were learning and expected to 




education. The head teacher’s interviews sought to learn about her intentions, rationale, and hope 
for the novice teachers’ developing inquiry stance as she mentored them in enacting inquiry-
based learning inside the K-1 classroom. Interviews also served as a method of verifying 
meanings between people and sources. I tried to establish and maintain a rapport with 
participants prior to our interviews and afterward by casting myself in the role of curious 
colleague, thus creating an atmosphere for in-depth interviews (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 
interviews with individual novice teachers revealed subjective meanings about how they were 
coping with and making sense of the teaching and learning they were being asked to do.  
Questionnaires. Information considered to be demographic or more objective in nature 
was gathered using a standardized questionnaire, which included the participants’ age, how long 
they have worked at the school, and in which capacity. Using suggestions from Krathwohl’s 
(2009) survey plan guide, I developed a purpose for my questionnaire and pilot tested questions 
for interpretation with early childhood teachers outside my participant pool. The primary purpose 
of the pilot was to ensure questions would be understood the same across participants.  
Distribution and collection of questionnaires occurred August 16, 2018 at the first teacher 
institute day. After I received informed consent from teachers, each was given a questionnaire. I 
shared the purpose of the questionnaire and collected the forms from each teacher the same 
afternoon. The information gathered was useful for thinking about and writing participant 
profiles. 
Artifacts. Documents proved to be an important evidence source for identifying and 
triangulating interpretations about the learning and thinking being undertaken by novice teachers 
and the expectations held and modeled by the head teacher. Yin (2018) described documentation 




reviewed repeatedly and cover a broad span of time. As well, it is believed documents selected 
and created by teachers are a representational display of their subjectivities and what they find 
value in (Rinaldi, 2006). The artifact data sets collected and analyzed for this study included 
instructional artifacts and handouts for teachers or families, teacher documentation, co-teachers’ 
planners, and emails from the head teacher to families and the K-1 team. Artifacts were all 
digitized. Teachers were asked to share data sources via a shared Box folder, email, USB stick, 
or hardcopy when possible. I was also added to the class listserv and received all email 
communications sent to parents.  
Instructional artifacts and handouts. Instructional artifacts include graphic organizers, 
rubrics, survey sheets, 84 question-of-the-day charts with responses and photographs of materials 
and spaces within the classroom. Handouts include informational sheets on JSC’s philosophy 
and curriculum, agendas from teacher institute days, and informational sheets used to support 
professional development, (i.e., managing challenging behaviors by climbing the developmental 
ladder) (See Appendices H & I). These artifacts were analyzed in reference to observational and 
interview data and used as a cross check for interpretations. 
Teacher documentation. Pedagogical documentation is made up of processes and 
physical traces of classroom life collected by teachers. The physical pieces of documentation 
teachers collected, shared with other participants, and later curated into documentation panels 
were collected directly from teachers and photographed at the project studies event where 
documentation panels were made public at the College of Education. The K-1 teaching team was 
asked to include me in their classroom emails, shared Google docs, and other exchanges they had 




The way the head teacher modeled, and the novice teachers engaged in the process of 
documentation was a critical source of data for interpreting and making assertions about the case 
and the embedded units of analysis (e.g., novice teachers’ learning to implement inquiry-based 
learning). Additionally, teacher documentation was analyzed for content and what it reflected 
about teachers’ thinking (e.g., what are children doing, why did the teacher select this trace, what 
meaning does the teacher make from it). Triangulating the physical records of teacher 
documentation along with observational data and teacher interviews was instrumental in 
identifying novice teachers named and unnamed personal inquiries as they developed over time. 
Furthermore, the triangulation of these multiple sources of evidence created a picture of the 
individual’s inquiry stance. This could be seen through their use of documentation in reflective 
thinking cycles as described by Dewey and the dispositions they showed.  
Data organization. Data were uploaded to ATLAS.ti and document groups (DG) were 
created. Initially DGs were organized by data settings and types, (e.g., K-1 classroom 
observations, K-1 team meetings, K-1 emails). Later, I developed more descriptive DG 
categories as data collection and analysis proceeded; data linked to specific participants or events 
became document groups (e.g., Mae academics, Ji-yoo inclusion exclusion, Linda Tree of Life). 
Having these groups allowed me to begin the iterative process of generating themes, testing 
interpretations, and bringing data segments from varied evidence sources together for 
triangulation. Document groups facilitated cross-analysis; co-teachers’ planners and field notes 
from meetings or classroom observations could easily be pulled and analyzed side-by-side. This 
organization helped in making direct interpretations about how co-teachers were making sense of 
what the head teacher wanted by analyzing their planner notes, and how they later acted on their 




Conclusion. Multiple sources of evidence were collected to gather a range of 
perspectives concerning the phenomena under study. Interpretations about how these novice 
teachers experienced implementing an inquiry-based emergent curriculum and their learning will 
be made using the multiple sources of evidence presented above. This research is rooted in a 
particular conception of inquiry classrooms and democratic educational aims, but it does not 
assume there is one right way in need of verification. Through the study of the particularities and 
complexities of this case, I developed both questions and assertions about how one comes to be 
an inquiry teacher.  
Data Analysis  
Qualitative inquiry goes beyond method selection and becomes a way of thinking, as one 
learns to find meaning via multiple perspectives and purposefully adopts different “lenses, filters, 
and angles as we view social life” (Saldaña, 2015, pp. 3-4). Yin (2018) described qualitative 
research as “rigorous empirical thinking, along with the sufficient presentation of evidence and 
careful consideration of alternative interpretations” (p. 231). To think qualitatively is to open 
one’s mind and process to possibilities and multiple ways of knowing. Doing this required me to 
table my own ideals of what should-be in favor of how-is-it, I did this by sticking close to 
individuals’ experience and asking what-else and why-is-this. The process of triangulating data 
sources and the reflexive habit of questioning my own and others’ assertions via the active 
seeking of rival interpretations helped in this endeavor (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). 
Emerson et al. (2011), Lincoln and Guba (1985), Stake (1995), and Yin (2018) were 
consulted extensively throughout the research process and were relied upon to ensure systematic 
data analysis and a trustworthy study. In naturalistic inquiries, the goal is to participate in a 




mediated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While this study is built on a strong theoretical framework 
that brings inquiry-based instruction within a progressive schooling context into focus, the goal 
is not to deductively prove theories (Dewey, 1938; Saldaña, 2015). The aim of the study is to let 
the specifics of the case teach us more about how novice teachers learn to be inquiry teachers, 
implement inquiry-based instruction, and engage in documentation practices. Thus, analysis 
included a ground-up open coding approach for identifying contextual themes in combination 
with a priori codes used during a focus coding of data. Additionally, Bernstein’s (1996) 
pedagogic relay elements were used as an analytic tool for sorting data into the categories of 
curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation.  
In this study, the broader K-1 classroom is a single case or unit of analysis and the 
individual novice teachers are embedded cases or units of analysis. A multilevel analysis was 
conducted. I examined the curriculum and instructional methods used to enculturate novice 
teachers at the level of the case. I also analyzed individual’s data to understand the phenomena of 
becoming an inquiry teacher from the perspectives of individual novice teachers. The above was 
accomplished through phases of analysis that included recording in-process impressions, 
ensuring data saturation, creating memos, conducting open coding, and subsequently doing 
focused coding, along with a lot of thinking, comparing, and sifting to identify patterns and 
themes across the data. 
In-process writing as thinking. Analysis began initially with my in-process 
interpretations and wonderings that were recorded in field notes and later entered into my 
research journal, especially if specific action needed to be taken. These initial in-process memos 
served to direct fieldwork decisions, refine interview questions, and connect themes as a story of 




begin attending meetings Liv was having with individual novice teachers came about in-process. 
After 2 months in the field, I began considering how the novice teachers were engaging 
differently and wondered how Liv might be differentiating her mentoring (see Appendix C). In-
process analytic writing also helped refine research questions and refocus classroom 
observations and interviews, ensuring better alignment with individual novice teachers’ 
experiences (Emerson et al., 2011). This initial level of analysis was critical in shaping this study 
as many of the emerging themes observed in action and reflected upon were the basis of later 
research findings. 
Data saturation and analytic memos. Once official data gathering was completed in 
February 2019, I began a more formal phase of data analysis. Qualitative analysis software 
ATLAS.ti was used to organize data and facilitate analysis. My first step was to read the entire 
corpus of data as a means of becoming intimately acquainted (Emerson et al., 2011). I began 
with field notes, then interviews, followed by documents, until I had worked through every data 
set. As I read, I culled, adding only significant data into ATLAS.ti. I organized the data into data 
set groups and wrote a brief descriptive note for individual data segments, these individual notes 
were compiled into a descriptive memo sheet for data sets (see Appendix D). This work helped 
me to identify themes, patterns, and shifts within data sets across time. For example, I recognized 
when particular novice teachers were engaging during team meetings and around topics of 
significance to the individual (e.g., Mae’s attention to literacy). It also made visible questions 
that remained. 
Working from the individual data set memos, I created analytic memos for individual 
research questions. I linked data segments and quotes that seemed relevant to specific questions 




research journal by date (not theme) to trace my evolving thinking and reread earlier entries to be 
reminded of past assertions and ideas that needed to be followed up. Lines of inquiry that 
resurfaced in my researcher journal became the substance for my thinking and writing and got 
added to research question memos. This direct interpretive work continued to help me locate 
emerging themes within data sets and across memos, thus supporting later phases of analysis as 
interpretations were built up across time (Stake, 1995).  
Open coding. The third phase in analysis was an open coding of five field notes to 
establish contextual codes and themes, while the analytic lens for this work was grounded in my 
earlier memo writing, journaling, and “theoretical commitments” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 198). 
The point of open coding is to capture site and participant specific significance that would 
remain obscured by only an a priori coding. Emerson et al. (2011) stated, “It is misleading to 
dichotomize data and theory as two separate and distinct entities, as data are never pure, rather 
are imbued with, and structured by, concepts in the first place” (p. 198). I found the above useful 
and a bit of a relief as it made sense. Just like my own experiences as an inquiry teacher and 
other subjectivities can never be fully bracketed from the research process, neither can the 
progressive education lens I have developed over the years. Acknowledging the nested nature of 
theory and empirical data gathered helped me better understand the purpose of open coding as a 
generative approach for creating concepts and insights within the sphere of my theoretical 
commitments, those that may have gone unnoticed if only a strict a priori coding scheme were 
employed.  
This process involved a close reading of data in which small segments (1-4 sentences) 
were identified and labeled with a word or short phrase. This phrase amassed a list of 




Open coding allowed my researcher imagination to flow without regard for the pools or oceans 
the flood of ideas might create. Rather, the task in the moment was simply to break the dam 
open. There were 43 open codes or labels created across the five field notes with roughly 200 
segments or quotations assigned a code. Based on Creswell’s (2015) recommendation for a 
modest code bank ranging between 20-30 codes, I collapsed and categorized the open codes into 
preliminary codes with an expectation additional codes would be added and collapsed again in 
further rounds of analysis (see Appendix E).  
 Focused coding. The fourth distinct phase of analysis was to use interpretive codes that 
represented grounded and a priori concepts to focus code data across sources of evidence. This 
entailed a line-by-line reading and coding of 42 field notes, six interviews, and 26 emails sent to 
the K-1 team from the head teacher. Artifacts such as co-teacher planners, question-of-the-day, 
and teacher documentation largely used direct interpretation in side-by-side comparisons with 
other coded data sources and employed some selective coding, (e.g., question-of-the-day was 
focused coded for novice teacher and curricula area represented).  
Prior to conducting the focus coding, I needed to prepare the coding list. It was necessary 
to consider what I wanted to analyze the data for (research questions) and to select and organize 
codes so they were useful for seeing and sorting the phenomena under study (i.e., specific novice 
teachers and the curriculum they were presented and gravitated to). The work of interpreting and 
clustering codes, work that began in the open coding phase of analysis, continued as a priori 
codes were incorporated as concept labels and analytic tools. This consisted of collapsing like 
concepts into single codes and creating categories that became my focus codes. For instance, 
Bernstein’s (1996) pedagogic relay elements of curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation are a priori 




experienced as they learned to implement inquiry in the classroom. Bernstein proposed these 
three core elements as being at the center of all teaching and learning exchanges and other 
researchers have found them useful as analytic tools (Morais, 2002; Smith, 2013; Sriprakash, 
2010). Categories are larger concepts made up of smaller codes, typically with three or more 
specific codes within them (i.e., curriculum: social emotional, curriculum: intellectual, and 
curriculum: academic) and allows for data to be viewed in pieces and more holistically. At this 
stage, I was conscious about adding new codes when segments of data did not seem to have a 
code match. In these insistences I used the comment function in ATLAS.ti to identify outliers 
and returned to these later to determine if a new code should be established (e.g., 
behavior/management was added). Codes reorganized into categories or added during focus 
coding are represented in Appendix E as expanded codes. 
As part of establishing focused codes with code descriptors, Dr. Sanders-Smith, a scholar 
in early childhood progressive education, back-coded three field notes, we talked through 
inconsistencies in our coding, and slight modifications to the code list and descriptors were 
revised. After this step for establishing interpretative codes was completed, focused coding was 
undertaken. Throughout this process, an analysis of patterns emerging across coded data were on 
going and data segments were linked to analytic memos as evidence for interpretations.  
Making assertions. ATLAS.ti facilitated my thinking work by making “code 
management” an easier task. With this analysis function, I attached descriptive meaning to codes, 
printed co-occurrence matrixes and reports that organized quotations by codes assigned, and 
linked relevant quotations to memos. While using qualitative analysis software supported my 
ability to remain organized and consider the case through multiple analytic angles, my decisions 




occurrence or groundedness and code co-occurrences were studied by viewing coded quotations 
side by side to identify broader categories, patterns, and themes. During open coding, this meant 
collapsing codes; for example, all references to individual projects and methods (e.g., nests, tree 
of life, and holding open inquiry) became pedagogy: inquiry. Other in vivo codes (e.g., teacher 
inquiries and important to know our own interests) aligned with themes from the literature and 
were captured with a priori codes (e.g., teacher researcher). During focused coding, segments of 
data were cross analyzed for patterns as interpretations were built up and additional analytical 
notes were added to the research question memos.  
Bringing together the varied data segments through code co-occurrences was often the 
catalyst for thinking about what, how, and why concepts were empirically related, and this was 
the starting point for deeper thinking. For instance, as I coded the data, teacher’s habits of mind 
or inquiry patterns became more visible over time and context, yet I was not ready to make 
assertations about behaviors. Later, when analyzing the coded data, I conceptualized their 
patterns as mini inquiry cycles using the K-1 organizer “see, think, wonder” and added “action” 
to complete the cycle. I then traced individuals’ use of different points in the cycle by 
diagraming individual patterns based on observational, interview, and documentation data. This 
process followed Stake’s (1995) procedure of categorical aggregation in which code occurrences 
and co-occurrences are considered regarding shared themes until something can be said about 
them as a class or category. The above analytic technique of pattern matching through constant 
comparison was the method used to identify initial patterns and establish interpretation through 
the triangulation of data.  
Limitations. The fact this study is being conducted in a tuition-based, private school 




that differ from non-fee-based publicly available schools. Also, this progressive private school 
does not reflect the more traditional private or public schools in its aims and means of 
instruction, thus transferability is limited (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, I argue this study’s 
focus on the adult inquiry stance and internal complexity of becoming an inquiry teacher, along 
with identifying the learning required and the methods that supported the novice teachers’ 
growth, does offer transferable knowledge for others teaching and learning about inquiry-based 
learning. An additional issue is the reliability of the study based on my insider status as a parent 
at JSC and preexisting relationships with participants which can lead to over identification or an 
overly generous account (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Peshkin, 1988). These issues of reliability have 
been mitigated by thoroughly recognizing and accounting for my subjectivities as described 
earlier in this chapter. 
Conclusion  
This study used an inductive analysis strategy by identifying emergent codes and pairing 
them with a priori codes with the acknowledgment theoretical commitments were influential in 
the data sought, collected, and ultimately the meanings constructed (Emerson et al., 2011; Yin, 
2018). The analytic technique of pattern matching was employed, in which the empirical data 
and theoretical potential are brought together to make meaning, while not to the brink of 
deduction. Dewey’s philosophy of education, theory of inquiry, and teacher growth acted as a 
north star guiding and illuminating what may have gone unnoticed (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). The 
identification of codes, categories, patterns, and themes, through categorical aggregation and 
constructing interpretations via pattern analysis using triangulation, was an iterative process 
requiring large and small analyses cycles coexisting together in a mostly forward motion (see 




know the order of the seasons and their predictable patterns based on our own observations and 
the written accounts of others. There is also a science to forecasting based on specific conditions, 
with the expectation weather events will be produced within certain timelines. Yet as the seasons 
march forward through their annual cycle there are days and weeks the weather is just plain 
unpredictable.  
Thinking through a Deweyan lens and using the above analysis process, I suggest 
findings regarding how and why learning to implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum 
inside a progressive classroom operated in contextual and complex ways. Stake (1995) reminded 
us the goal of theory-refining research is not generalization but rather to detail the complexities 
inherent in the phenomena under study. It is the goal of this research to construct interpretations 
about how novice teachers strengthen an inquiry stance and teach using inquiry-based practices 





CHAPTER 5: TEACHING AND LEARNING INSIDE K-1 
 
I believe about children and people, that we are through our living, we are almost just like 
being stories and being scientists. Just by being in the world every day and just sort of the 
typical unfolding. Maybe it’s slightly different if development is atypical. But, I’m not 
even sure if that’s true, even so the process of being in the world and living in the world 
is learning. And so, children come to us, they’re already learners, they’re already 
learning, they’ve already learned. And, they already have a lot of knowing and stories 
and ideas and that’s really a great jumping off point in the classroom. (Liv, study 
participant, February 15, 2019) 
In this chapter, I explain the daily conditions novice teachers experienced as they were 
tasked with implementing an inquiry-based emergent curriculum in K-1. Deweyan theory (1899, 
1902, 1933, 1938a) shaped what I saw as the important features of classroom life and influenced 
my interpretation of messages received by novice teachers. I used observational field notes, 
artifacts, and interview data to understand the following research question: How do messages 
novice teachers receive from the head teacher and school context communicate what was valued 
inside the K-1 inquiry classroom? 
This chapter features shared moments between novice teachers, children, and Liv and 
brings insight into the K-1 classroom environment and working conditions experienced by the 
novice teachers. As head teacher, Liv’s voice is featured heavily in this chapter as she mentors 
the novice teachers and directs life inside K-1. By focusing on the messages novice teachers 
received about routines, class culture, and curriculum, we can better understand the learning 




adult level, we must first gain a good sense of the educational aims and means sought and used 
with the children. The aims and means of becoming an inquiry teacher experienced by Mae, Ji-
yoo, and Linda are examined in the following chapter.  
JSC, a progressive school, used inquiry-based methods of instruction. This fact was 
reflected in the culture, curriculum, and instructional practices found inside the K-1 classroom. 
K-1 teachers used the term inquiry in different ways. Therefore, direct quotes require contextual 
inferencing to know if inquiry is being used to represent a single question, wondering, whole 
project, unit of inquiry, investigative activity, or the act of following your interests. I use the term 
inquiry to denote an orderly way of drawing conclusions. Inside the K-1 classroom, inquiry is 
used as a cycle of instruction with students and as a cycle of reflective planning used by teachers. 
I discuss the teachers’ reflective planning cycles at length in Chapter 8.  
Teacher Cooperation and Collaboration 
This section introduces the reader to structures and working conditions the novice 
teachers experienced in the K-1 classroom. An analysis of the culture and curriculum novice 
teachers were asked to implement follows. This analysis helps us to think about expectations 
placed on novice teachers in relation to their own learning. These expectations are discussed in 
Chapter 6. 
Inside the K-1 classroom, teachers shared classroom responsibilities and took on varying 
degrees based on their position as a head teacher, co-teacher, or student teacher. Working 
relationships were mediated by the home group structure and teacher schedules. Liv, as the head 
teacher and mentor to the three novice teachers, held the role of classroom composer while 






 Liv was responsible for envisioning classroom “routines, curriculum, and culture,” 
organizing the establishment of her vision with co-teachers, and mentoring novice teachers (Liv, 
Email to K-1 Team, August 21, 2018). Within the structure set by Liv, all the teachers shared in 
the responsibility of planning, leading, and supporting small and large group activities, as well as 
creating documentation. They supported routines like word-of-the-day, question-of-the-day, 
snack, recess, and attendance. Teachers had a weekly rotation for writing the question-of-the-
day, leading morning meeting, and planning a small group activity (e.g., teacher table). Liv led at 
the teacher table and wrote the question-of-the-day on Monday and Friday, Mae on Tuesday, 
Linda on Wednesday, and Ji-yoo on Thursday. All teachers captured documentation daily. 
In the K-1 room, children were grouped into home groups of 7 or 8 children. Home 
groups also known as primary care groups is the practice of dividing the labor of writing reports, 
record keeping, diagnostic testing, etc. between co-teachers, this practice is most common in 
preschool settings with multiple teachers. Liv, Mae, and Ji-yoo were each responsible for 
curating documentation for parent-teacher conferences and remaining aware of what and how 
their home group of children were doing socially and cognitively. For parent-teacher 
conferences, teachers collected artifacts in the form of photos, work samples, and transcripts of 
conversations for children in her home group. Documentation accompanied narrative reports that 
described each child’s social-emotional and cognitive progress and to a lesser degree, the 
academic work being undertaken. Linda, the student-teacher, was tasked with supporting the 
process for each teacher through the sharing of documentation artifacts. Coteachers also shared 
documentation in preparation for conferences. No formal protocol existed for sharing 




Yeah, I have a lot of pictures. So, Ji-yoo is in that album, so she can look through it if she 
needs pictures, I’m pretty sure I invited Liv too, and we do talk about it, so we share 
stories. Ji-yoo and Linda did help me with the conferences with the artifacts because 
there were some kids that I feel like I knew they were doing this, but I was doing 
something else so I wasn’t able to document it, and I would ask do you have pictures of 
this student’s work. Because I knew Cormac, was working on some sort of [pause], him 
and Samantha both wanted to count every flag in this poster, but I was doing something 
else, so I wasn’t able to talk to Cormac about it. So, I was able to get pictures of that from 
someone else. (interview, November 8, 2018) 
When asked about Mae’s sense of the children in the other home groups, she recounted spending 
time with children from other groups but not reading other groups’ reports or reviewing 
documentation collectively. Mae stated:  
Lonnie is not in my home group and I feel like I spend more time with him than with 
other kids in my home group. I don’t have too much of a focus on just blue group 
because it’s who am I interacting with that day and it changes every day. One day this 
week, I spent a lot of time with Damari and he’s not in blue group but that’s just kind of 
how it was. . . Um no, Liv kind of said, I decide, so I decided on four artifacts and I wrote 
down why I picked it and then she printed it out and shared it with families. (interview, 
November 8, 2018) 
A strong division existed around home groups for conferences. This division included the 
analysis of documentation artifacts, written interpretations of the children’s learning, and the 
sharing of information with families. During a team meeting, Liv explained, “it’s important for 




be here for red group, but don’t necessarily need to be here for other groups.” Liv went on to 
explain logistics during the first parent-teacher conference saying, “I will lead and only the home 
teacher will be seated at the table, the other co-teacher and Linda will sit at the peace table and 
can quietly take notes” (field notes, October 11, 2018).  
Despite distinct home groups and responsibilities for conference reports and artifacts, 
during class time teachers collected documentation on all children and supported children across 
home groups. The fact teachers did not have a system for sharing and discussing documentation 
in preparation for conferences was surprising to me, based on the observational and interview 
data that showed teachers interacting with students across home groups. Mae reported, after 
experiencing conferences for the first time and not having as much artifacts for certain children, 
she planned to focus documenting more on children in her home group going forward (interview, 
November 8, 2018).  
Working Relationships 
Throughout fieldwork, I observed teachers sharing observations (anecdotes not formal 
documentation), planning together, and receiving logistical updates during weekly team meetings 
and one-on-one meetings with Liv. Data show the majority of adult-level interactions occurred 
between Liv and a single novice teacher or Liv addressing the team as a group. The K-1 team 
was cooperative in their shared classroom responsibilities, yet structured collaboration between 
novice teachers was not a regular part of their work. Liv and individual novice teachers were 
more likely to collaborate in developing shared understandings, plans, and products (e.g., what 
children were attending to, questions of the day, or how to organize a site visit or learning 
activity). During team meetings, all teachers might share when discussing specific children; they 




novice teacher sharing out, then receiving feedback from Liv, but rarely shared with each other. 
Ji-yoo was more likely to extend or make connections than Mae or Linda. During the one formal 
documentation meeting the round robin approach was used as well. Interestingly, during that 
meeting, Liv was called away. The following field note excerpt showed, while Liv was gone, 
Mae and Ji-yoo both commented on Linda’s site visit to the flag pole documentation sharing, 
supported with suggestions, and made connections to their own thinking and work with children. 
Linda: “But he also had wonders and he told me what he saw, So then I went into, what 
half-staff is and like when, which is a really difficult concept. I've realized when kids 
don't understand because you say that's when someone who is important died.” 
Mae jumping in: “Yeah, but what, who is important?”  
Linda: “But to them when, in their lives, their grandpas, they're grandpas and grandmas 
are soooo important. Then they’re the most important people in their lives. So how do 
you explain that it's not [pause] Their grandparents are not the most important people if 
you look at the whole country, so they had a difficult time with that. But then I really 
connected it to the story of the Tree of Life. And they understood that. And then 
Memorial Day. And they understood because they also had two of their grandparents, 
like David’s Grandfather fought in” 
Mae: “died in the war” 
Linda: “World War Two or something like (Mae: “Yeah”) so a bunch of them could 
connect to that, which I didn't know they would, but which is great. So, they in the end, 
they could all reiterate in their words what half-staff meant.  
Mae: "It’s hard” 




Mae: “And it happens a lot more often, now, I feel like, then it did when I was younger, 
because just they do it for just a lot of the mass shootings.” [Linda: “Yeah.”] but then for 
a lot but then sometimes they don't [Linda: “right”] like there was that, uh, like 12 people 
just died in a nightclub, [Linda: “yeah”] and like they didn't do it for that, I don't think 
because I [Linda: “I don't know”] it's hard. Like how, I can't even organize that in my 
head. So how can a kid? So, like okay, so did the president, die? Or is it, did a lot of 
people die? Why is the flag like that?”  
Linda: “I was doing research about it, and I found out that only the president and State 
governors can decide when the flag, American flag should be flown at half-mast uh half-
staff, but then smaller, like local governments, can decide to fly there, like town’s flags at 
half-staff like if something happens in the smaller community. So, it's really just like 
government officials deciding what is most important. But there's days. Oh, Luke 
yesterday, I did the same thing yesterday, and Luke said that the flag would be flown at 
half-staff when Martin Luther King died, and I was like Probably Or like on the death of 
his or the anniversary of his death [Mae: “yeah”] because I remember they talked about 
that a lot last year. So, he connected that because he is important, So interesting. [Mae: 
“Yes.”] So, we want to find out who raises and lowers the flag for the school and then 
hopefully track that guy down and go on another field trip cause they're all interested in, 
like seeing how it goes up and down.”  
Ji-yoo: “Or they can interview that person.”  
Linda: “Yeah. Oh, yeah. That’s a good idea!” [she writes a note, Liv’s voice can be heard 




The novice teachers in this field note excerpt were really in it together seen in their thinking 
about children’s thinking. Perhaps the novice teachers usual reluctancy to engage like this 
reflected an awareness of limited time or was an indicator of the weight Liv’s voice carried in the 
K-1 team. Each meeting was a pouring out of information and ideas from Liv with some input 
extracted through questions depending on the novice teacher. Novice teachers valued Liv’s input 
as their mentor and a knowledgeable other and treated the limited time they had with her as an 
opportunity to get what they were individually doing that week nailed down. The theme of 
agency with regard to novice teachers’ contributions will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
The siloed work between novice teachers meant the projects they were leading were less 
likely to have shared themes, materials, knowledge, and skills. Overlap was seen between Liv 
and individual novice teachers’ projects. In the following excerpt, Liv described to the novice 
teachers the collaborative and independent nature of leading different projects: 
It’s interesting for many reasons and I never know if we can thank development or thank 
the universe, or the children, or ourselves or just everything that when we’re all paying 
attention to part of it, I’ve learned to trust that it separates and comes together and 
separates and comes together. [Liv is speaking excitedly.] There will be overlaps that 
allow you [Ji-yoo] and I to collaborate on a piece of it but then you can continue 
independently with your own research and inquiry. You know, provisioning what you see 
and hear and I can continue independently because unless we all move in together like 
you [Ji-yoo] and Sarah and we have more time to talk then we’re never going to be able 
to talk about all this. So, some of it has to happen independently. Our own process and 




and I overlapped on the leaf part of the beautiful stuff and Mae and I are overlapping with 
the Illinois part and we will all find our overlap. (field note, October 11, 2018) 
Liv wanted coteachers to have their own inquiries and to have them bring ideas to meetings as 
check-ins. Liv felt strongly she did not want to “assign any inquiry to you that’s not yours” (Liv 
interview, December 13, 2018). In this excerpt, there is an additional message about agency as 
Liv repeats “our own” two times, suggesting to novice teachers they have power and choice to 
act within the classroom. Toward the end of fieldwork in January, a strong collaboration was 
undertaken at the request of Liv between Mae and Ji-yoo on Mae’s documentation panel for the 
annual project studies event (PSE). Aside from Mae and Ji-yoo’s shared product for PSE, novice 
teachers generally worked cooperatively but not collaboratively. 
The working relationship inside K-1 may have reflected a structural limitation since 
coteachers’ time inside the classroom rarely overlapped. The bulk of their interactions were 
limited to one-hour weekly team meetings and teacher institute days. Liv and novice teachers, on 
the other hand, had daily overlap inside the classroom and two scheduled weekly meetings, one 
in a team setting and the other one-on-one.  
Classroom Culture and Curriculum 
 The culture as distinct from the curriculum can be thought of as the environmental and 
conducive conditions that allow a democratic inquiry-based classroom to thrive. The K-1 culture 
and curriculum conceived by Liv and supported at the school level were socially and emotionally 
supportive. It enabled an intellectually grounded culture that sustained curricular aims in broad 
categories of social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning. Classroom culture and 




interaction and the latter dealing with educational aims. In the inquiry classroom, the intellectual 
and academic aims are contingent on a classroom culture that operates democratically.  
Democracy is essentially the ability for people to be in community and direct their 
actions toward mutually beneficial interests (Dewey, 1916). Furthermore, inquiry classrooms 
that function without a single authoritarian figure represent another marker of democracy. In the 
Reggio Emilia approach, being “in relationship” is central to all endeavors inside classrooms 
(Rinaldi, 2006). Inside these classrooms, the culture should align with classroom curricular aims. 
This fact is especially true of inquiry classrooms. This suggests the establishment of a socially 
and emotionally well-functioning culture is important for achieving curricular goals inside 
inquiry classrooms. For this reason, social-emotional wellness is not only part of having a nice 
classroom. Culture is a key curriculum element that is just as important as an individual’s 
intellectual and academic growth. Thus, inquiry teachers design learning engagements and 
pursue inquiries with social-emotional, intellectual, and academic goals in mind. For example, 
the routines in the K-1 classroom provided for choice, voice, agency, intellectual dispositions, 
and they were an opportunity to construct academic knowledge, skills, and understandings. 
Routines and Pacing 
 In the K-1 class, flexibility and an atmosphere of flux are a part of the classroom culture, 
while specific routines give shape to each day. On the first day of school, Liv told coteachers 
their goal was to establish routines, and “the sequence of the day is important, not exact times” 
(field notes, August 22, 2018). Liv described classroom routines as “an important part of 
becoming a group everyday” (email to coteachers, August 17, 2018). During Mae and Ji-yoo’s 
introduction to classroom routines, Liv placed a lot of emphasis on how the routines build and 




“predictable and emotional [act], that helps children to share their voice” and “energizes words 
as meaningful and not just meaning . . . also provide content” (field notes, August 17, 2018). 
This continuity was also seen between routines. For example, word-of-the-day words were used 
during morning meeting, where children read their word to the group if they chose. Children’s 
words often became topics of conversation during the meeting and taught the teachers about how 
and what children were thinking. Liv encouraged the coteachers to ask themselves, “What is the 
meaning in the moment” and reminded them a “child is bringing in their whole life” (field notes, 
August 17, 2018). 
Inside the K-1 classroom, there was a closeness between teachers and children, 
suggesting teachers viewed children as more than students. The following field note excerpt from 
the first full day of school shows gentle interactions established as part of routines early and 
observed throughout fieldwork: 
10:45—class is at rug, group in circle. Teachers are pulling word-of-the-day cards  
and inviting children to read their words before changing to outdoor shoes and lining up 
for recess. Ji-yoo is rubbing a child’s back, Mae gives hugs on way out to recess. When 
about half of the class is lined up, they go outside with a teacher. Two children did not 
write a word. Liv offers to write word with them and brings them by the hand to a table. 
She does not ask why they did not write the word; she only offers support. (field notes, 
August 22, 2018)  
Daily routines acted as predictable timestamps to days inside the classroom. The length 
of routines ebbed and flowed in patterns that could only be detected by pulling back and looking 
across weeks and months (see Table 4.3 for a list of daily routines and approximate times). No 




instructional times and groupings to be adjusted. For example, by December, afternoon recess 
and writing ran simultaneously and were extended to accommodate small groups for writing 
instruction. The students’ arrival had a window of 8:20-8:40 a.m. and dismissal was a trickle of 
children escorted out between 3:00-3:10 in the afternoon. Except for lunchtime and Thursday 
team meetings, pacing inside the K-1 classroom was fluid and flexible. Pacing with regard to the 
schedules, what was taught, and the time given to subjects or projects was not fixed. This 
flexibility is an indicator of an invisible pedagogy and is a common feature that requires 
uncovering to be understood in progressive education classrooms (Bernstein, 1996).  
The flexible pacing found in invisible pedagogies does not mean the clock is ignored 
entirely. For instance, while transitions lasting 5-10 minutes were commonplace throughout 
fieldwork, so was Liv’s phrase, “If clean up takes this long, how long will recess be?” (field 
notes, August 22, 2018).  
This phrase and others evoking the same message of time as a limited resource was 
echoed in various forms by all three novice teachers. Impromptu and weekly class meetings were 
held with the children to discuss classroom issues and events. The topic of long clean-up times 
was reoccurring. Liv would review expectations for timekeeping and environment keeping using 
positive language. For example, “There was a strong energy at play and project [centers], we also 
need strong pitching in for cleanup” (field notes, November 30, 2018) and, “It’s not creative time 
in the blocks. We want to keep time and save time” (field note, October 24, 2018). Liv 
approached the issue of clean up taking too long as a problem that can be solved. This excerpt 
from a December field note shows the ongoing conversation around clean-up time: 
At 10:10 the teachers become more involved in the clean up effort as the last blocks are 




Grace, Luke, and Victoria about teasing another child. Liv instructs Adriana to “wash 
hands and find your best spot.” At 10:12, Liv uses an extra gentle tone to help block 
clean-up people who are tossing blocks into shelves. “If we put them like this, they just 
spill out again and again.” Liv models placement and then moves away from the boys. Ji-
yoo is sweeping through the room tidying. More children gather on the rug and Liv 
begins walking over to individual children to help them clean up. At 10:13, Liv, using 
directives, tells Lonnie, “Remember your steps were to wash hands, come to the rug, and 
sit.” At 10:14 children and teachers are gathered on the rug. 
 Liv: “So, what do you think? It took from 10:00 to 10:14 to clean-up. Is that too long, too 
 short, just right, what do you think? We’ll take a few comments.”  
Liv: “Grace, what did you notice?”  
Grace: “14 minutes is really long.”  
Liv: “14 is only one minute away from 15 and 15 is too long.”  
Luke: “That’s half of recess!”  
Children come to a general consensus that it took too long. Liv suggests that the clean-up 
time is going to shorten play and project or recess. 
Liv: “What do you think we should do?”  
 Grace addresses the group.  
Grace: “Do you want more play and project or recess?!”  
Liv: “That is a tough choice.” 
 A child says that clean up did not feel long. 
Liv: “It was long on the clock but felt short to you. That’s an interesting perspective.” Liv 




As children negotiated their use of time and time as a construct with meaning for them, 
novice teachers likewise were learning to navigate the pacing structures inside the K-1 class. 
Novice teachers and Liv often negotiated the logistics of classroom life in terms of pacing (e.g., 
timing and content selection) and scheduling with an undercurrent of power and choice 
embedded in conversations. Liv introduced the idea of considering children to the novice 
teachers in the context of pacing. For example, on a day Linda and Liv were planning, Linda, 
with uncertainty in her voice, requested, “Can we be strict about clean up?” She proposed a time, 
saying, “so they can be on the carpet a little earlier.” Liv agreed and suggested Linda ring the 
classroom chimes. It was interesting that later in that same meeting, when the two were planning 
a different learning engagement, Liv came back to the subject of pacing by noting the tension 
between keeping time as an activity leader and honoring children’s pacing (field note, October 
31, 2018). On another occasion, Ji-yoo was sharing ideas for the next steps in the nest inquiry. 
She mentioned a shared question coming from the children. She was pondering ways to 
conceptually bridge nests with the idea of home and safety, a connection important to Ji-yoo. Liv 
offered:  
So, I think one thing that I have found is that I don’t always get to follow through on 
what appealed the most to me because the children’s energy is somewhere else. But I’ve 
also found if you have energy for it, like it’s meaningful to you it will stay and it’s been 
alive since October, right. So, provisioning the children’s first is important because they 
may hold on to that question for a shorter time than you do. So, if you say well, we’ll just 
do mine and then we’ll do the eagle, it’s like by then Cormac and Samantha may be 




Home and safety were additional layers of meaning Ji-yoo was bringing to the inquiry unit on 
nests. While Ji-yoo was ready to direct the children’s attention toward homes, the children had a 
different agenda. Ji-yoo had previously said, “I went through the [documentation] again 
yesterday and I see a lot of homes . . . In my mind, it can be part of nests in their mind maybe 
not?” Liv’s directed novice teachers to notice adult level priorities and noticing alongside 
children’s, this is an example of the balance of power inherent in pacing choices within 
classrooms. The novice teachers were new to an emergent curriculum with its flexible pacing 
and were learning to consider children’s timing and interests. 
Social-Emotional and Intellectual Aims 
 Dewey (1938a) contended the creation of a healthy social and emotional culture inside 
classrooms rests on “work done as a social enterprise in which all individuals have an 
opportunity to contribute and all feel a responsibility” (p. 56). While the intellectual culture is 
conditioned through curiosity, theory promotion, and conceptual connections made between 
ideas (Dewey, 1933). These Deweyan conceptions place the social-emotional and intellectual 
culture in a reciprocal relationship. The social is strengthened via contributions made to shared 
inquiries. The intellectual is supported by the individual’s ability to self-regulate and adjust their 
emotions and actions with others. In essence, shared intellectual endeavors are a good reason to 
collaborate, and social-emotional regulation enables collaboration to take place. The following 
field note excerpt shows a brief example of the social-emotional and intellectual union found 
inside the K-1 class: 
It is the first full day of school. Liv is taking pictures of Harry with a survey on a 
clipboard. She is supporting Harry. Liv tells him people’s names and is introducing them. Liv: 




Harry checking and surveying. Liv is now documenting Harry and Lonnie taking more pictures 
of their teamwork. (field note, August 27, 2018) 
Though JSC was a progressive school and organized democratically, Liv was ultimately 
responsible for the selection of the defining features (e.g., routines), enabling the inquiry-based 
culture and curriculum inside the K-1 classroom. In the following section, I highlight instances 
where Liv communicates the cultural and curricula aims, they are trying to establish as a team.  
Social and emotional learning. Charney (2002) suggested discipline inside classrooms 
is created through self-control and community. Discipline enables individuals to “take better care 
of themselves, of each other, and their classroom” (Charney, 2002, p. 18). Dewey (1938a) told us 
“the ideal aim of education is creation of the power of self-control” (p. 64). We must recognize 
the word power as a choice to direct our own actions. The power of self-control is then 
dependent on both executive functioning and social-emotional development. Self-control is 
generated at the intersection of the intellectual and social-emotional curriculum inside 
classrooms. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
identified five core social-emotional learning competencies: (a) self-awareness, (b) self-
management, (c) social awareness, (d) relationship skills, and (e) responsible decision-making 
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], n.d.). The CASEL 
competencies aligned with both Charney (2002), Dewey (1938a), and the social-emotional 
practices and educational aims found in the K-1 class.  
Inside the K-1 classroom, social-emotional wellness was about the recognition of one’s 
own emotions, processes, and responsibilities. It involved using the knowledge of self to relate to 




of three areas explicitly addressed during parent-teacher conferences. Novice teachers were 
given the handout “K-1 portfolio selection,” where the concept of relating was described as:  
Participating in the world. Relating to self and others. Speaking and listening. Staying 
connected across a range of emotions. Connecting with ideas and places. Asking for help. 
Acts of kindness and caring. Interacting as a member of the classroom community, 
including problem solving, conflict and conflict resolution. Learning. Creating and 
experiencing collaborative play. (artifact, “K-1 portfolio selection,” October 4, 2018) 
The other two areas teachers focused on during conferences were creating and representing. 
Teachers were tasked with finding supporting documentation and writing narrative reports for 
the three areas of relating, creating, and representing. (See Appendix G for further descriptions 
of each area and a completed parent-teacher conference narrative sheet.) Relating encompassed 
the CASEL competencies of self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship 
skills, and responsible decision-making. In addition to the handout sent via email, Liv described 
what novice teachers should attend to and what they were trying to communicate to families: 
 The attachment I am talking about is [JSC] conference . . . as you’re choosing things to 
highlight, you want to be thinking how does the child learn, who is this child, and these 
are words you could hold in mind. So, what about problem solving, using languages, 
what about facing challenges, how is this child relating and connecting to the world, what 
are this child’s habits in the classroom, how is this child building relationships and 
making friends? These are kind of big ideas, as you’re going through, we’re trying to 
communicate something about the child’s learning process, the child as a learner rather 
than check this child knows all their lower case letters, check this child knows their 




sequence and things we want to highlight but we’re looking at a bigger picture right now 
in terms of what we want to communicate. When Liv was through, Ji-yoo asked, “So the 
relating is relating to the world and others, right?” Liv clarified and said, “Relating is 
relating to the world and others but also to self” (field notes, October 11, 2018). 
 In this excerpt, we witness the focus Liv was trying to create with novice teachers. She 
described children as more than academic learners; they were also social-emotional and 
intellectual learners.  
The theme of noticing internal processes or the self inside this class was revisited in a 
team meeting later that month. As Liv described the spiral nature of learning and the teacher’s 
role in supporting children’s self-awareness, she said, “If you think about learning cycles, 
sometimes children gain awareness in a moment. We want to notice moments. Self how did you 
do that? We can create awareness by inviting” (field notes, October 24, 2018).  
  Teaching discipline. Restorative approaches to discipline and management enabling 
children to learn responsibility for themselves and their community are regarded as educative, 
not punitive (Charney, 2002; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019). To assist children to take 
responsibility and create self-awareness around their behavior, the narrative organizer STORY 
(setting, talking, oops, resolution, yay) was used in the classroom (see Appendix H). On the first 
full day of school, Liv modeled for Mae ways to diffuse conflicts and introduced her to the 
STORY procedure. The following field note excerpt from August 27 illustrates the different 
approaches Liv used with children and the importance of staying in the moment with children 
experiencing emotional breaks:  
Mae is seated at a small round table with a birthday choice set up. A group of seven 




Lonnie, a new first grade student swats at Trevon. Trevon also a first grader, but in his 
second year in K-1, moves away from Lonnie. Liv says from across the room “that is 
safe, Trevon” and begins moving toward the area. Mae immediately says to Lonnie in a 
stern voice “We are going to go in the hallway, right now.” Lonnie gets up. At that same 
moment the school administrative assistant comes in to ask Mae a HR question. Their 
exchange lasts about 45 seconds. In the meantime, Liv has walked over to Trevone who 
has his head down at a table and asks if he needs help. Trevon’s body is tense and 
hunched, he turns his back to Liv. Liv wrote a note on an index card that reads:  
“Dear Trevon, Do you need any help feeling safe? From, Liv” 
Liv places the index card face down in front of Trevon saying, “You read this and let me 
know,” then moves away. Trevon reads the note right away and his body visibly relaxes, 
he does not follow up with Liv.  
Liv then says to Mae, “We tell stories in this class, S-T-O-R-Y, what was the Setting, 
who were the Talking characters, what was the Oops, what is the Resolution,” and 
advises, “Try not to get caught in details so we can get to resolution, and Yay for working 
through STORY.”  
Liv turns to Lonnie who is back at the eraser project table and says, “We need to talk 
first.” Lonnie begins to protest.  
Liv, in a firm tone, says, “No blaming.” She holds up her hand using a stop gesture. 
Lonnie is now yelling, “I hate this school; I wish I never came to this school.”  
Liv calmly questions, “Are you moving away from the eraser table?”  




Liv, again in a firm tone, says, “No, you are your boss.” They settle at a nearby table and 
begin talking. (field notes, August 27, 2018) 
An additional social-emotional theme in Liv and Lonnie’s exchange was agency. Agency 
was an emergent theme important in child and novice teacher learning and seen in her assertion, 
“You are your boss.” 
A STORY protocol was only begun after a child or children returned to a calm and 
regulated state. Children in K-1 found it difficult to take responsibility and to acknowledge a 
problem still existed since a STORY was told with some distance from the event. In December, 
Liv facilitated a STORY about morning recess with a group of three children during afternoon 
recess. They were destroying a small structure on the playground, even after the recess teacher 
said to stop. The following field note excerpt shares highlights from the interaction that lasted 
nearly 30 minutes, as Liv continued to redirect the individual’s attention to their part of the 
STORY: 
The three boys are seated at a table with Liv. One of the boys complains, “Why is Hunter 
going outside?!”  
Liv replies, “If you think Hunter could be included you can say, ‘I think Hunter should be 
included.’”  
Paul interrupts, “Or that he broke it and I barely touched it and Hunter broke sunglasses.” 
Eli, suddenly interested, asks Paul about the sunglasses. Paul continues detailing how 
Hunter found and smashed the glasses.  
As he finishes Liv begins to make her point, again saying, “I am going to go back again, 




you can tell me that. But it’s Hunter’s responsibility. He’s going to take responsibility for 
his part, and you can take responsibility for your part.” (field notes, December 13, 2018)  
Telling a STORY about problematic behavior allowed both children to acknowledge their 
actions and take responsibility. While phrases like, “My character in this STORY” and “Your 
character in this STORY” helped children and teachers decenter emotionally and hear the 
STORY from the perspective of another character as they coreflected on the same event (field 
notes, December 13, 2018). Through the telling of a STORY, children and teachers 
intellectualized the social and emotional by reflecting and creating possibilities for the future.  
 The 2018-2019 K-1 class was particularly challenging in terms of social-emotional 
wellness and the nonregulated behaviors it produced. In September, the following exchange was 
observed:  
Cormac shouts to a child in bathroom, “Hey, shut the door!” Cormac’s mother walks him 
past saying, “You know the rules.” Ben, who was not outspoken, offered up “There are 
no rules!” (field notes, September 27, 2018)  
This exchange pointed once again to the invisible pedagogy experienced inside the K-1 
room. The rules and expectations were not overt or explicit, which is common in progressive 
classrooms (Bernstein, 2001).  
Furthermore, highly visible pedagogies with overt management practices (e.g., a list of 
rules on the wall that are repeated daily during morning meeting) tend not to foster inquiry. The 
relation between overt management and inquiry learning was a finding from my previous 
research on classroom structures and inquiry-based learning (Cordoba & Sanders-Smith, 2018). 
Inside the K-1 classroom, there were norms and expectations for behavior; these focused on 




were used in the classroom by all the teachers alongside STORY, classroom meetings, and mini 
conversations. For example, when a child disregarded Liv’s directive to come down off of a 
ladder, she said in a calm, steady voice, “Lonnie, what do I mean when I say come down?” He 
replied, “Come down.” Liv said, “Yes,” as he climbed down (field notes, August 27, 2018). The 
road to self-care and community care was not short, and during the 2018-2019 school year, this 
was especially true. One reason may have been 16 of the 22 students were new to K-1, and at 
least four K-1 families chose JSC after their child had a difficult experience in kindergarten 
(interview with Liv, October 3, 2018).  
Later in the school year, during a full-day classroom observation in December, I saw a 
range of behaviors children needed adult support to process and move on from. The behaviors 
included teasing, damaging property, wandering around the class during the meeting, spinning 
with legs extended in the center of the rug during the meeting, and punches being thrown 
between two six-year-olds (field notes, December 13, 2018). This morning, Liv spent time with 
three sets of mothers and children, which was not unusual. Liv and I had a scheduled interview 
for the same day, so I was able to follow up with her immediately after school. When asked how 
typical the day was, Liv discussed her role as the key authority figure and spoke of novice 
teachers’ roles and responses to behavior. Liv shared:  
Not a completely atypical morning for the most part. The things that came up this 
morning are things that typically would like end up falling into my circle anyway. 
TC: “What do you mean by your circle?” 
Liv: “Like those problems, like umm Lisa [Hunter’s mom] probably wouldn’t have said 




know and same with Lonnie and Serena [Lonnie’s mom] probably. For the most part, that 
would have also fallen into my circle.” 
TC: “Then when we think about the other circles what is happening in those?” 
Liv: “I don’t feel that it was that atypical for this morning. . . But it just feels like there’s 
certain. . . like dark spots or black out spaces. Where, like the bathroom or what people 
are talking about . . . it’s really interesting cause I know Linda and Mae both have a 
strong personal reaction to the bathroom language, and they talk a lot about how 
inappropriate it is. But, it’s so interesting to me if I’m sitting in the hall talking to Hunter 
and his mom or to Lonnie and his mom or when I’m talking to Cormac and Karen in the 
morning, I hear that language going on like all around the word-of-the-day table. Mae 
and Linda are uncomfortable, the parents are uncomfortable with it, but for the most part, 
there’s no limit setting on it . . . I think they’ve heard me [model] different [ways to 
address it] and the thing is I probably am slightly less uncomfortable than they are with it. 
Because, I think it’s to them kind of inappropriate in just that like inappropriate way, and 
just how like talking about a penis is inappropriate it’s just more shocking. So, I think I 
am less shocked by it, but like you know if you’re saying, ‘buttcheek’ to someone who is 
like, ‘Stop!’ then you need to stop. It doesn’t actually matter what they’re saying. It 
matters that . . . it doesn’t matter that it’s a bathroom word, or whatever. It’s that it’s 
teasing. Um . . . yeah so, this week in particular it felt like the mom ears in the room were 
like alert to all these things. So like Lisa [Hunter’s mom] and Susan [Samantha’s mom] 
are putting boundaries on behaviors that are not being addressed by other grown-ups in 
the room and that frustrates me. Because I think you guys [novice teachers] first of all it 




world, and when it bothers you, you don’t have to say anything other than, ‘Stop.’ I don’t 
like that, and so if you think it’s funny, and we had a class meeting about this last week, 
if you think it’s fun or funny that’s great for you, but it’s not fun or funny for me so now 
we have to figure something out. Like you’re going to have to move away and do that 
around people who think it’s fun or funny.” (interview, December 13, 2018) 
This excerpt hinted at the typicality of nonregulated behavior through Liv’s naming of several 
families. Liv had regular conversations with at least three families about their child’s behavior 
and often needed to support a child’s transition to school. The interview excerpt also explicitly 
speaks to Liv’s “frustration” with the novice teachers’ inaction and shows the children’s 
behavior is seen by the parent community as problematic as well. 
 Learning about discipline. Dewey (1933) recognized conduct as a very common 
problem in life and posited how these problems are met had lasting influence on mental attitudes 
that are seemingly unconnected saying, “The deepest planes of the mental attitude of everyone is 
fixed by the way in which problems of behavior are treated” and recommended that “habits of 
active inquiry and careful deliberation be used when faced with problems of conduct” (p. 60). 
Collaborations between the K-1 team and behavioral specialists for specific students took place, 
and how to “manage challenging behaviors by climbing the development ladder” was presented 
to the novice teachers along with a handout (field notes, artifact, October 18, 2018; see Appendix 
I). On multiple occasions, Liv asked novice teachers to notice and document moments children 
were regulated. For example, Liv said, “I’ve seen you take pictures of his success . . . we can co-
opt technology, to tell the healthy and adjusted story. . . . notice when the positive interrupts or 
tips the balance. Can you commit to it?” (field notes, October 18, 2018) Liv additionally 




During the same meeting, Liv asked the team to share something fun from the week. Mae shared 
the quote, “This is not my magic temperature,” by William. William had spent the first few 
months of school sometimes joining in and, at other times, placing himself outside group 
activities (e.g., freeze dance, building with blocks, reading on the carpet). Liv then reminded the 
novice teachers they should be noticing how children are arriving and joining. Perhaps there was 
more depth to William’s self-aware comment than its humorous phrasing. Liv suggested to Mae 
she observe “when William is at ease and with who” (field notes, October 18, 2018). Liv’s 
suggestion that Mae research is an example of how novice teachers were being trained to attend 
to children’s behaviors through their process of inquiry or reflective thinking.  
Ji-yoo’s recognition of the importance of the group’s social and emotional functioning 
came through in an interview 3.5 months into the school year. Ji-yoo, who had learned about 
Lilian Katz during her master’s degree program, knew about the lab school before starting her 
doctoral program. Ji-yoo, who actively sought out her position at JSC, was asked about her 
impressions of JSC and the work she is doing now that she is a teacher there. Ji-yoo shared, “I 
think JSC has a great program, but at the same time, when it comes to their emotional and social 
development the program sometimes doesn’t mean anything.”  
Ji-yoo was using the term program to denote the Project Approach and the Reggio Emilia 
approach she had read about before teaching at JSC. Before teaching in the K-1 classroom, Ji-
yoo thought the “program” was about intellectual and academic development. She considered the 
social and emotional learning being focused on as outside of the “program.” Ji-yoo’s 
misconception inquiry-based learning was about intellectual engagement and teaching academics 




democratic and inherently social-emotionally focused classroom practice does not always garner 
the attention it deserves (Manning et al., 2009). Ji-yoo continued:  
…But it’s actually more about working on their social and emotional development. . . I 
mean for example, even though we are interested in some topics, we are creating, or we 
invite, or sometimes they discuss, that can’t happen without. . . participation! And it’s 
really hard for them to regulate sometimes, so what I was trying to say is they should 
combine. (interview, November 13, 2018) 
Her recognition, after spending time inside an inquiry classroom, that social-emotional learning 
enables inquiry-based learning is common (Manning et al., 2009) The importance of the social-
emotional curriculum in making the program happen was a new understanding for Ji-yoo. In Ji-
yoo’s words, we hear her thinking through the interdependent relationship of more traditional 
educational aims (i.e., intellectual and academic) and the progressive educational aim of self-
control. Ji-yoo, like Dewey, saw the need to “combine” the social-emotional and intellectual 
curricula. Identifying the need for social-emotional learning as a foundation for intellectual and 
academic learning was a critical learning moment for Ji-yoo, a novice teacher from Korea. The 
discussion on what and how novice teachers were learning is addressed in the next chapter on the 
educational aims and means of becoming an inquiry teacher.  
Based on this research and supported by the literature, I contend that in all inquiry 
classrooms, social-emotional learning must be prioritized alongside intellectual and academic 
goals (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Manning et al., 2009). I found this to be especially true for 





Intellectual. The intellectual curriculum strove to strengthen individuals’ inquiry stance. 
An inquiry stance is made of dispositions (e.g., open mindedness, wholeheartedness, and 
intellectual responsibility) and reflective thinking abilities. Dewey’s (1933) phases of reflective 
thinking included: 
(a) Suggestions, toward possible solutions to a problem; (b) Defining the difficulty  
which has been felt, developing a question; (c) The surfacing, on the basis of 
available facts, of a hypothesis or guiding idea used to design an investigation; (d) 
Reasoning or “the mental elaboration of the idea;” and (e) Arriving at a conclusion 
after “testing the hypothesis by overt or imaginative action.” (p. 107) 
Similar phases or steps can be found in inquiry cycles, as both are used to enact inquiry as the 
logical pursuit of coming to an understanding. Inquiry cycle frameworks are used as instructional 
organizers and operationalize reflective thinking inside classrooms (Katz & Chard, 2000; 
Murdoch, 2019). 
The inquiry cycle found inside the K-1 classroom was a process of seeing, thinking, 
wondering, investigating, and concluding. These phases in the inquiry cycle were common 
features inside the K-1 classroom, with elements crisscrossing as mini inquiries were pursued 
within and outside named projects. The elements of the inquiry cycle most visible in the K-1 
room were see, think, wonder. These are akin to Murdoch’s (2019) inquiry phase, which seeks to 
“establish purpose and relevance, provoke curiosity and wonder, access and document prior 
knowledge, existing theories, and ideas, formulate questions, [and] consider ways to find out” (p. 
1). The words see, think, and wonder represent the language used in the K-1 class to initiate the 
inquiry cycle and to refocus, relaunch, or refine thinking within a project. A graphic organizer 




determining next steps (e.g., gathering more information, testing hypothesis, forming smaller 
interest groups). While learners should pass through each phase of an inquiry cycle during a 
project or unit of inquiry, more commonly elements or “mini-cycles” of the inquiry process will 
be used. Using inquiry cycle elements can happen outside named projects in inquiry classrooms 
as part of daily living (e.g., children having a question, surveying their peers, and sharing their 
findings during a meeting). The named projects in the K-1 class during the 2018-2019 school 
year were nests and maps.  
During the K-1 team’s first meeting, Liv shared with her coteachers the intellectual 
environment daily routines were meant to engender. She established their role in supporting and 
cultivating the culture and curriculum. Liv stated:  
We are leaders, authority, scaffolders, and creators . . . Question-of-the-day, questions 
aren’t yes or no . . . there is more than one answer and way of thinking about things. . . 
this is a place where we’re comfortable not knowing. . . holding open what knowing 
means. . . what kind of not knowing is happening. . . as teachers and co-meaning makers 
we need to be present. . . we are responsible for a certain type of listening and holding 
from day to day. (field notes, August 17, 2018) 
In that same meeting, regarding the word-of-the-day, Liv said novice teachers should “normalize 
the feeling of not knowing and reflecting back [children’s] competency . . . listening for and 
reflecting on how you can say something. I trust you will find your voice for supporting children 
with spelling and writing.” 
Intellectual educational aims of building children’s inquiry stances were sought in the K-




promotion of theories, and continuity. These were a part of the classroom culture and elements of 
the inquiry cycle used on a regular basis.  
Social-Emotional, Intellectual, and Academic Aims  
 Inside the K-1 room, the social-emotional and intellectual culture and curriculum were 
often considered side-by-side and therefore strengthened. Content learning was also present as 
content-specific knowledge was built, skills acquired, and understandings developed during 
intellectual pursuits. In the following excerpt, we see the explicitness by which Liv attended to 
the union of the intellectual and social-emotional, as the content opportunities are not attended to 
directly. Ji-yoo shared a possible direction based on questions about nest sizes coming from 
Samantha and Cormac. These two had a shared interest they had been wondering about 
separately. Liv became excited at the possibility of them coming together: 
What’s so powerful about that, is it takes these two people, Cormac and Samantha, who 
both represent themselves in the group but also, they represent part of the continuum of 
learner. So, it’s really interesting to think this is something that brings them together and 
how does it engage Cormac, how does it engage Samantha, and how does it engage 
everyone or might engage everyone. (field notes, February 8, 2019) 
This excerpt shows the power a shared intellectual wonder has to bring very different children 
into a relationship when noticed and prioritized by teachers. Cormac was a child, teachers 
thought needed to focus on the creation of self-awareness and the creation of social awareness, 
and Samantha on the creation of relationship skills. Teachers discussed the measuring activities 





As Liv mentored the novice teachers, she pushed them to think about academics in terms 
of intellectual possibilities and to consider social-emotional goals. In the following excerpt, Liv 
steered the conversation toward intellectual and social-emotional importance. During a team 
meeting about literacy Liv said: 
“You guys know, it doesn’t have to be about what they didn’t do like there isn’t enough 
words, instead we can say, how can we make this really tell the story so if you’re not 
here, everyone would still understand, all the details you have are great and we can also 
add more, like more labels, or pictures, or words. So, we’re always trying to start with the 
meaning the child has on the page and then further support their ability to share that 
meaning with the audience.” Liv asks if they’d “like to see and work with specific 
children, to learn more about their strategies.” Linda shares her surprise at Cormac’s 
work quality.  
Mae adds: “When he focuses.” Liv notes that the academic is something to notice but the 
collaboration between Cormac, Eli, Damari is what is of importance. (field notes, 
November 8, 2018) 
Another instance of social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning coming 
together was around Jax’s interest in dropping rocks into puddles on the playground. Jax was a 
quiet child who spent time during the first weeks of school completing a workbook he had 
brought from home (field notes, September 27, 2018). Linda noticed Jax’s interest and Liv asked 
her to prepare a sink and float inquiry. As the plan for the following week was being discussed, 
Liv said, “Keep working through sink and float, anytime we can have an experience grow out 




(field notes, October 31, 2018). This excerpt showed once again, the social-emotional and 
intellectual curriculum being prioritized as academic learning is used as a means. 
During Liv’s last interview, I asked her about academics and how she saw them fitting 
into the K-1 classroom. In the following interview transcript, Liv thought through how she 
prioritized academics with regard to other elements of the curriculum. She ranked her priorities 
and shared the following: 
Liv: “I think it deserves attention, but if I have to choose what I’m pulling for or what I 
am pulling through, it probably comes out as the bottom third.” 
TC: “So, what are the other two?” 
Liv: “I think the other two would be: play and well I think maybe there’s four. So, there’s 
play and development might be one and the other piece is just the attitude of learning and 
what I really think learning is about. Sharing the thinking together, about whatever it is 
the group is thinking about. And it doesn’t matter to me, but of course we don’t think 
about everything everyone in the group is thinking about. Certain things get pulled out, 
and they get energized for many different reasons. And then the last part is what I would 
call well I would say the academic part starts off as, what is school language? How do we 
talk to each other at school? How do we take turns? How can we write it down so we can 
look at it again tomorrow? How can we know, how old would Abraham Lincoln have 
been? I mean the fact that there are 5 ½ year-olds. . . It feels like that doesn’t keep us 
from doing 4-digit subtraction at group time, because in the end everybody wants to 
know what, how old would he have been? And the kids who are able to do it are doing it, 
and you break it down because everyone can say 4-0=4. And then, so the academic really 




to the question. And how often do we do 4-digit subtraction? It depends on the kids; it 
also depends on the questions. There’s a lot of how long ago did that happen? So, then 
you’re going to do a lot of 4-digit subtraction.” (interview, February 15, 2018) 
In Liv’s declaration of the curriculum in the K-1 class, she identified play, development, and 
thinking as priorities. For Liv, academics seemed to be bigger conceptually than content 
knowledge, skills, and understandings. Liv identified teaching school language as academic in 
nature and important. Inside K/1 and for Liv disciplinary knowledge and skills seemed only to be 
attended to as they emerged in the service of a wonder or from children’s experience (e.g., word-
of the-day).  
Conclusion 
 Using a progressive education lens to examine the daily life inside the K-1 class helped 
me determine three curricular goals that were sorted into umbrella categories: (a) social-
emotional learning (e.g., self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills), (b) intellectual 
learning (e.g., reflective thinking and dispositions), and (c) academic learning (e.g., disciplinary 
knowledge, skills, and understandings). The content attended to within the curricular areas 
largely emerged from children and was dependent on the conceptual continuity and integration 
teachers identified and supported. The presentation of the curriculum as distinct aims may lead to 
a misconception of competing goals; I prefer to think of each aim as key interlocking features of 
this inquiry-based classroom. Like the three sides of a triangle, the strength of inquiry learning is 
in the points of intersection between curricular areas. The following concept map shows how the 
three parts of the curriculum inside the K-1 classroom interact to support the educational aims of 



















Figure 5.1. Curricular elements of inquiry. 
 An important finding discussed in the next chapter is how Liv and the novice teachers 
were seemingly focused on these same three broad curricular areas at the adult level. The overlap 
in curricular goals was seen in Liv’s directing and the novice teachers’ seeking. Findings from 
this chapter based on field notes, interviews, and artifacts suggested inquiry teachers mediated 
the inquiry process with learners by: (a) preparing the social-emotional and physical environment 
(provisioning), (b) participating in a coconstruction of understanding using inquiry 
(shepherding), and (c) applying pedagogical methods and subject matter knowledge to create 
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CHAPTER 6: THE WAY AND THE JOURNEY 
 
Fieldwork has officially ended, and I have popped into K-1 to fact check a detail. 
It is late winter, and the sun is getting low in the sky as strips of light drench the 
classroom. Liv and Mae are both tidying the room after a full day and tending to their 
separate material prep for the next day. Mae is examining cups of colorful water and 
white daisies lined up along the windowsill, each catching the light. She has been leading 
an experiment on color and dyeing. Mae muses aloud that after two days, no change is 
happening. She retrieves the food color from the kitchen and says, “I am going to cheat.” 
As she begins to uncap a small bottle, Liv nearly shouts from across the room, “NO, you 
don’t have to cheat inquiry.” This is the most direct and urgent I have witnessed Liv 
speak. Then as quickly as the scene unfolded, Liv’s calm and unhurried demeanor 
returns. Mae, seemingly stunned, begins explaining to Liv that she must not have added 
enough dye in the beginning because the flowers are not changing like they were 
supposed to. Liv acknowledges Mae’s thinking work of noticing and finding a solution 
before reiterating that “we don’t have to cheat, here.” Liv goes on to say that the outcome 
of the experiment is secondary to the process of experimentation. Liv then suggests 
bringing “the observation to the group.” Mae brightens and says, “Oh, that’s a good idea” 
as she recaps the dye (field notes, April 4, 2019). 
The above vignette captures the essence of the on-the-job learning novice teachers 
experienced in the K-1 classroom throughout my active fieldwork. The message that inquiry-
based learning is about process, not product, and should be socially constructed, is evident in this 




walk with children along a path of inquiry? In this chapter, I address data that speaks to the 
research question: How do these novice teachers become inquiry teachers and show and develop 
dispositions and habits of reflective thinking as they implement an inquiry-based emergent 
curriculum? 
 In this chapter, I detail elements of learning or the pedagogic relay the novice teachers 
experienced while learning and working inside the K-1 classroom at JSC. Bernstein (1996) 
posited that all learning exchanges or pedagogic relays contain the three elements of curriculum, 
pedagogy, and evaluation. To uncover the pedagogic replay, I detail the set curriculum presented 
by the head teacher and school context alongside the emergent curriculum negotiated by 
individual novice teachers. Concurrently, a discussion of the pedagogy and evaluation 
experienced by the novice teachers is considered alongside evidence of the curriculum of 
becoming an inquiry teacher. As I spent months with the K-1 teachers and children, I began to 
recognize aligning patterns of communication, topics of focus, and suggestions for inquiry at the 
child and adult-level. Liv wanted Linda, Mae, and Ji-yoo to be observant theory-makers who 
sought various explanations and used information to make choices that are good for themselves 
and others. The principle of continuity helped me uncover the curricular elements of Liv and the 
novice teachers’ pedagogic relay across time and tasks. The curricular areas of social-emotional, 
intellectual, and academic learning were present at each pass in novice teachers’ learning spirals.  
Children inside inquiry classrooms and novice teachers learning to implement inquiry 
tend to share the broad curricular aims of developing (a) socially and emotionally through 
identity, agentic action, and relationships; (b) intellectually through building reflective thinking 
habits and dispositions for inquiry; and (c) academic expertise via disciplinary knowledge, skills, 




naturally different than the students’. Academic knowledge, skills, and understandings at the 
level of the child were related to subject-matter (e.g., math, literacy, science, social studies). At 
the novice teacher level, academic knowledge, skills, and understandings included subject-matter 
expertise, theory, and pedagogic methods (e.g., applying developmental theory to children’s 
play, leading small group observations using the steps of see, think, and wonder, ability to extend 
without telling-scaffolding). Novice teachers’ academic learning is referenced within the sections 
on social-emotional and intellectual learning. The social-emotional themes of identity and 
agency and attention to relationships were seen at the level of child and novice teacher learning 
inside this inquiry classroom. The intellectual goals of using the cycle of reflective thinking and 
strengthening supportive dispositions remained conceptually similar across children and novice 
teachers.  
Expectations and the Easing-In Process 
As this was the first time Liv had two new coteachers in her classroom, as well as a 
student teacher, she came into the school year thinking about ways to support coteachers by 
providing direction, while leaving space for them to assume responsibility inside the classroom. 
Liv shared she was trying not to use the “royal we” in an effort to highlight individual thinking 
and doing. In the following interview transcript, Liv shared goals and reflections around 
mentoring coteachers: 
Liv: “So, I think I said to you in the beginning of the year that I was trying to be very 
conscious about not saying we when I meant I. Because I tried to use that we-ness . . . 
Clearly, everyone knows the K-1 newsletter comes from my email address, it’s mostly 
written by me, but I still feel like we say we’re coteachers for goodness sake. It would 




we say, we, not I. But it’s interesting, because I just feel like I’m so conscious . . . like 
when I’m saying, so what are you interested in? [and they say] I don’t know, there must 
be too much we. . . . So that’s kind of when it hit me, like what needs to change 
structurally. . . . So that people think that there’s an I, and the I is like an agent. The I is 
like a protagonist in the story. The I has a role in the classroom, and a responsibility. So, 
that intellectual I is feeling like I am a coteacher in the classroom. . . . I don’t wanna 
assign any inquiry to you that’s not yours. Like you have to find yours in this model, I 
think, and maybe it’s not realistic you know, but that remains to be seen.” (interview, 
December 13, 2018) 
Liv’s words provided a window into her thoughts on the coteaching and head teacher dynamic, 
how she tried to adjust the balance of the collaborative we and the individually responsible I, and 
her expectation that coteachers seek their own inquiries. Knowing Liv’s aims for novice teachers 
can help when considering Liv’s intentions and possible points of frustration during novice 
teacher-head teacher interactions. 
The pacing structure set up by Liv to ease novice teachers into their instructional 
responsibilities was one indicator of a more visible pedagogy at the level of the adult. Liv sent 
the novice teachers a series of emails titled the first 6 weeks of school and subsequent weekly 
emails during the first 6 weeks of school that outlined a set scope and sequence each novice 
experienced. In these weekly emails, specific responsibilities and tasks were assigned to novice 
teachers with additions made weekly until the teacher workload was distributed between the 
novice teachers and Liv. For instance, in the email entitled “Our Third Week of School: TO 




This week brings your first questions of the day. . . . Linda will begin taking over routine tasks so 
she will be leading word-of-the-day, snack, the good morning song, and taking attendance most 
mornings this week. Mae and Ji-yoo, that means you will have more opportunities to support and 
build relationships with individual children, to observe and make children’s thinking visible (for 
example, documenting with words and pictures), to extend play and projects (for example, by 
adding materials and provocations to the environment), or to invite shared awareness and 
thinking (for example, creating surveys for/with children) (email, September 9, 2018). 
Here we see clear directives and divisions of labor allocated to the novice teachers. This suggests 
Liv had a set plan and expectations, which she communicated to the novice teachers about their 
duties inside K-1. 
Social and Emotional Learning 
In this section, social-emotional learning (SEL) is defined as the ways children and 
adults (a) understand and manage emotions to set and achieve positive goals, (b) feel and show 
empathy for others, (c) establish and maintain positive relationships, and (d) make responsible 
decisions (CASEL, n.d.; Jagers et al., 2019). Within this larger social-emotional definition, the 
novice teachers’ professional learning demonstrated themes around identity, agency, and 
relationships. Interestingly, these same three themes within the SEL curriculum were attended to 
at the level of the children, as seen in the parent-teacher conference area relating. Additionally, 
elements of relating from the parent-teacher conference observed at the adult level were: “(a) 
participating in the world, (b) relating to self and others, (c) staying connected across a range of 
emotions, (d) connecting with ideas and places, and (e) interacting as a member of the classroom 
community including problem-solving, conflict and conflict resolution” (artifact, “K-1 portfolio 




novice teachers pointed at the influence and commitment Liv had to develop elements of social-
emotional wellness across groups. Positive professional learning has also been linked to identity, 
agency, and relationships in educational and medical contexts, both fields that have multiple 
layers of social interaction (Vähäsantanen et al., 2017). This link between identity, agency, and 
relationships and professional learning outcomes lends support for Liv’s emphasis on SEL with 
the novice teachers as potentially having a positive effect on their professional learning. 
Identity  
Dobson and Stephenson (2018) contended that learning and identity are inseparable 
within progressive education contexts, as both learning and identity are viewed as “dialogic, 
process-driven and socially constructed in cultural communities” (p. 2). Identity was a theme 
found in the data as teachers managed and used their own emotions and social identities as 
mediating factors in the work they did with children. Social identities are those associated with 
group membership or perceived membership (e.g., gender, race, language, ethnicity, religion, 
professional). In the case of these novice teachers, Identity related to the core SEL competencies 
of self-awareness and social awareness. According to CASEL (n.d.), self-awareness is the 
capacity to “recognize one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence 
behavior” (para. 2). Novice teachers leveraged their self-awareness and social identities to help 
children gain social awareness. As novice teachers became group members in K-1 and shared 
their emotions and identities, they were helping children build social awareness through 
perspective-taking, empathizing, appreciating diversity, and respect for others. Novice teachers 
were also gaining social awareness as they made inquiries into the social world of the children 
and considered children’s voices, development, and differences through process of 




The democratic aims of progressive education and the Reggio Emilia approach aligned 
with the SEL core competencies of building the individual’s self-awareness and social 
awareness. Liv supported self-awareness at the level of the child and adult through classroom 
routines. She urged teachers to pursue what mattered to them and to share their stories in the 
classroom, while protocols like STORY sought to build social awareness. The thread of 
attending to self-awareness and social awareness from theory to practice has suggested identity 
formation and sharing one’s identity with children was a marker of both the set and emergent 
curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher at JSC.  
In small ways, Liv encouraged novice teachers to share themselves with the children 
every day. One example was when Liv suggested Mae bring in the poster of her name made from 
found objects in nature, and “share with children a piece of your identity and talk about names” 
(field notes, January 7, 2019). At other times, Liv encouraged novice teachers to share their 
identity in ways that stretched and strengthened everyone’s self-awareness in terms of 
recognizing and responding to emotions, thoughts, and values. Social identities emerging as part 
of novice teachers’ professional learning included cultural and ethnic identities and the border 
crossing of those with the professional identity of teacher.  
Identity and nationality. The theme of language and country of origin was very present 
and came through in different ways in the K-1 classroom. This theme was obvious at the level of 
children and adults. At the time of my data collection, the K-1 class had a heterogenous makeup. 
Nine of 21 families spoke a language in addition to English, and eight of these families had at 
least one parent born outside of the United States (see Table 6.1). Three of the K-1 children were 
born outside the USA. The racial makeup of the children in the K-1 class was 13 White, two East 




of whom was East Asian and White and two who identified as Black and White. Among the four 
teachers, Mae and Linda were monolingual and White, Liv was learning German and is White, 
and Ji-yoo is bilingual—she is Asian, and she spoke English and Korean.  
Table 6.1 
K-1 Children’s Home Language 
Home Language (in 










English only 12 
 
Of all the children and teachers in K-1, Ji-yoo was the only non-native English speaker, 
and she had an accent. In addition to Ji-yoo’s accent, she is East Asian and thus visually different 
than most of the children and the other teachers. Although the K-1 class was linguistically and 
racially diverse, Ji-yoo experienced being excluded by children. The following is a field note 
excerpt from the first K-1 family meeting of the school year, where teachers shared a transcript 
of children explicitly noticing Ji-yoo’s country of origin and relatively limited English fluency. 
Focus should be given to the context and purpose of the transcript being shared.  
The second transcript projected is from a few weeks prior and features a group of 
children with Ji-yoo discussing her accent and telling her “go home.” The energy in the 
room becomes uneasy as one-by-one, the adults finish reading the transcript. Liv then 




children we must take care of understanding and fear. It’s natural as adults to have a 
strong reaction to this, especially in our current climate of xenophobia and intolerance. . . 
We must ask, how do we straddle the child and adult world? . . . Ji-yoo was able to come 
back and use STORY to express her hurt as a member of the group and extended the 
conversation by adding the provocation, “If people didn’t travel how could we learn new 
languages?” which brought the idea back to BI [pluralism] and other children identified 
with their bilingualism. . . . It’s hard stuff and harder to unlearn, we have to think 
developmentally and hopefully, that fearful reaction to difference is something we learn 
to tolerate more. . . . We don’t think they will grow up to treat people unjustly.” All eyes 
are focused on Ji-yoo except Mae who is staring forward and very still (field notes, 
September 27, 2019). 
Although this was a hurtful experience for Ji-yoo, her self-awareness helped her to 
acknowledge her emotions, thoughts, and values, leading her to respond to the group using the 
STORY protocol. Ji-yoo, with Liv’s support, was building her own social awareness by 
considering children’s development. Ji-yoo then was able to support children’s social awareness, 
seen through her opening up a restorative dialogue. Ji-yoo’s recognition of herself as a teaching 
member of the group with responsibilities is an important marker of being an inquiry teacher. 
Inquiry teachers are expected to coconstruct with children. This experience additionally brought 
awareness about the role of the teacher to Mae. In her brief notes from the family meeting, she 
recorded Ji-yoo’s quote, “I am a teacher, this is a teachable moment” (Mae’s teacher notebook, 
September 27, 2018). Ji-yoo and Mae both strengthened their academic learning by building 




children. While Mae received exposure, Ji-yoo built her skills through application and developed 
her depth of understanding.  
In this episode, Ji-yoo displayed and built her inquiry stance to be open minded and seek 
thoughtful resolutions. She was willing to engage in reflective thinking and be open minded to 
the developmental lens through which Liv asked her to look. Ji-yoo showed an ability to find 
value in seeing the situation from a developmental perspective. Without the disposition to be 
open minded, the story may have ended with Ji-yoo shutting down the talk associated with the 
unkindness and dwelling in the feeling of exclusion evoked by the exchange. This critical 
incident instead spurred further learning for Ji-yoo and the children. Ji-yoo went on to develop a 
personal significant inquiry (PSI) in which she sought to understand the children’s patterns of 
inclusion and exclusion. She helped children develop their social awareness as she reflected back 
to them what she learned from her adult-level inquiry. Furthermore, Ji-yoo’s dispositional 
readiness for inquiry was seen in her genuine interest and the follow-through she showed in her 
inquiry pursuit. I saw evidence in the fact that 12 out of her 20 weekly question-of-the-days 
centered around the topic of child inclusion and exclusion. Ji-yoo also designed investigations 
and collected multiple data sources during her inquiry pursuit. Ji-yoo used the process of 
documentation as a means for carrying out her PSI. Dewey (1904, 1933) asserted that the 
apprentice teacher’s growth is dependent on her knowledge of psychology, subject matter, and 
ability to experience intellectual inquiry and strengthen dispositions supporting inquiry. Perhaps 
Ji-yoo’s training at the university supported her inquiry stance. Liv also observed about Ji-yoo, 
“Some people are just Reggio inspired with or without encountering Reggio more formally” 
(interview, February 15, 2019). After this event in early September, the K-1 class began 




Identity and religion. The social awareness the K-1 teachers wanted to create around 
culture and ethnicities prompted Linda, the student teacher, to introduce the children to Judaism. 
Religion was not a facet of social identity the children brought to the forefront; it was introduced 
by Linda. Liv assured Linda that as a member of the group, her religious identity mattered and 
was welcome. The energy around plurality the K-1 teachers wanted to create in the wake of Ji-
yoo’s experience paved the way for Linda to share her Jewish identity. Linda worked part-time at 
the Chabad Jewish center on campus and identified “proudly as a Jew” (interview with Linda, 
December 12, 2018). Her self-awareness around her religious social identity and comfort sharing 
this part of herself was high.  
The timing of the incident with Ji-yoo happened to be close to the Jewish new year Rosh 
Hashanah, celebrated on September 11th that year. The holiday made it possible for Linda to 
draw the children’s attention in the direction of her identity as a Jewish woman. The learning 
engagements surrounding Rosh Hashanah were largely activity-based without an inquiry focus 
and were meant to build the group’s social awareness. Continuity in the classes social awareness 
learning was apparent, while the content was a new branch of the larger identity theme children 
and teachers had been attending to. Linda read a book about Rosh Hashanah and served the 
children honey and apples as symbols of a sweet and healthy new year.  
Liv’s acknowledgment of Linda as a group member with the right to introduce and share 
her social identities with the class was significant and supported the democratic culture of the K-
1 class. Learning that the teacher is a member of the class and can decide was an important piece 
of theoretical and pedagogical knowledge for Linda to have about inquiry teaching and 
progressive education. Linda learned that not every learning engagement inside inquiry 




goal. Linda accomplished the sharing of Jewish customs for the new year and a presentation of 
her social identity as a Jewish person and their teacher, yet no significant understandings or 
inquiries seemed to be generated. 
About a month and a half later, on October 27, 2018, 11 Jewish people were murdered at 
the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania. This extremist hate crime and act of 
terrorism changed Linda’s sweet introduction to Judaism into the precursor for sharing “the hard 
parts” of being Jewish (field notes, October 31, 2018). It likewise shook Linda’s self-awareness 
around her Jewish identity as she processed her emotions and values and recommitted herself to 
helping build the children’s social awareness by sharing her story. What became the Tree of Life 
social action project in which the K-1 and JSC larger community participated was not an inquiry 
project. Yet, SEL goals such as social awareness were built into this key area of the core 
curriculum that supported inquiry learning. Although the Tree of Life social action project never 
became an inquiry at the level of the children, Linda’s work on the project represented a 
personally significant inquiry as she wondered, sought ways to share her story, and facilitated 
intellectually honest, yet developmentally appropriate, activities with the K-1 class.  
Linda and Liv attended a vigil on campus the day after the Tree of Life attack and 
decided they would bring the experience of the vigil to the children. In the following days, Liv 
and Linda had many conversations about how they should respond to the attack and why it was 
important for everyone. Liv told Linda again that teachers can bring their stories into the class, 
saying, “We need to decide the narrative. I would hope for you that you can think about how this 
is personal for you. It hasn’t come from the children. The only way we can connect to them is 
through our own story” (field notes, October 31, 2018). Liv and Linda rationalized that 




on Linda’s feelings as a member of the Jewish community. The two teachers wanted to share 
Linda’s feelings with K-1 because she is also a member of that community (Liv, field notes, 
October 31, 2018). Linda decided to use the familiar narrative STORY structure to begin the 
conversation with children. Liv offered gentle yet practical guidance about using direct language. 
She shared that it is possible to tell a story without all the details, thus ensuring developmental 
appropriateness. Later that same week, Sally and the K-1 and 2-3 teams gathered to talk through 
classroom responses to the Tree of Life attacks. Margie, the student teacher in the 2-3 classroom, 
is also Jewish and felt compelled to take action. In the following field note excerpt, Linda tells 
the K-1 team, the 2-3 team, and Sally how she planned to respond with the children. In this 
meeting, she answered questions showing she had a clear plan. She also received feedback 
affirming her choices: 
Linda begins, “I am sharing what happened, basically what happened with K-1 at 12. I 
wrote my little story of it, of when I found out and how I feel about it and how we 
[Jewish people] come together as a community and K-1 comes together during class 
meetings and UPS comes together . . . we’ll see where it goes from there and I am 
bringing up, why I am sharing it is because I am Jewish and someone wanted to hurt 
Jewish people because they are Jewish. That’s what I am sharing with K-1.”  
Sally asks, “Will you use the words hate crime?” and Linda replies, “No, I said someone 
who wanted to hurt Jewish people while they were in a safe place. These people got hurt 
because of hate and because they were Jewish.” Sally says how thankful she is that Linda 
is willing to share and “that the class can [identify] through her, identify because you are 
someone they love and care about.” Linda further explains her choices saying she’s using 




more internally, that my heart feels unsafe and I think they will understand that because 
sometimes they feel unsafe because someone is hurting them and sometimes because 
something sad happens” (field notes, November 4, 2018). 
In Linda’s last comments, we see her plan for modeling how she is recognizing her 
emotions and her response to the hurt she’s experienced by sharing her story and talking about 
her feelings. Linda’s self-awareness was strengthened through the exercise of planning her 
response and articulating her emotions for the children. She provided a profound opportunity for 
the children to build their social awareness by way of empathizing with her.  
The meeting between K-1, 2-3, and Sally lasted for over an hour and ended with Sally 
saying, “It’s our job to do this, we are teachers.” To which Liv agrees, “Yeah, you guys talk 
about teaching as a political act, so to stay quiet about something that is” as she trails off, Sally 
jumps in with “It’s personal, it’s political, and it’s professional all of those cross paths.” After a 
brief silence, Linda says “So I definitely wouldn’t have this opportunity anywhere else. . . . I 
think if we were at any other elementary school, I don’t know if we’d have the opportunity to do 
this . . . I wish all of our classmates could do it, do something about it” (field notes, November 4, 
2018).  
The Tree of Life project never became an inquiry-based project for the children, although 
it did become a social-action project that represented child and adult input. For Linda, it 
represented a PSI into her role as a teacher with multiple social identities, leveraging that 
position with children to respond with care in the face of hate, and balancing adult-led and child-
led learning. During her PSI, Linda displayed her inquiry stance by activating the dispositions of 




She demonstrated Dewey’s “intellectual responsibility,” seen in her “consistency and harmony of 
belief” (pp. 31-32), resulting in agentic action.  
Linda gained valuable theoretical and pedagogical knowledge, skills, and understandings 
as she pursued her PSI. Despite the tragic nature of the Tree of Life extremist hate crime, the 
social-action project Linda led allowed her to experience first-hand the spaciousness that 
progressive education provides for taking up meaningful and relevant events. The Tree of Life 
social-action project included several opportunities for the group to share, process, heal, and 
show care. The project culminated in a Tree of Life mural with leaves colored by children, 
families, and teachers. The mural was presented to the Chabad Jewish Life Center on campus as 
a symbol of care for the Jewish community.  
Potential within the Tree of Life social action project to become an inquiry project or 
merge with the ongoing maps and flag inquiry was seen when Linda drew the children’s 
attention to the flag at half-mast during a follow up site visit to the school’s flag pole. At this 
point, there was an opportunity to draw the children’s attention to the larger theme of power and 
oppression represented in the anti-Semitic violence experienced at the Tree of Life. Perhaps 
Linda and the children could have developed questions about power and oppression inside the 
United States and other nations and found out about how others have and are presently taking 
action. This could have informed the children’s response to the Tree of Life and spurred future 
social justice activism. 
Agency 
The theme of agency, an individual’s efficacy in creating plans and taking action, is a lot 
like Dewey’s (1933, 1938a) description of discipline and freedom. Freedom is enacted when an 




power, power of control of the means necessary to achieve ends and also power to value and test 
ends” (Dewey, 1933, p. 87). The selection of purposeful acts is the opposite of things being done 
to you. Lack of agency is the assumption or reality that you have no power to decide, plan, and 
act in the face of an obstacle. Wyness (2015) has pointed out that agency is not autonomy to do 
whatever one wishes without regard for others, rather it is embedded “within networks and 
hierarchies of power” (p. 10). Agency within social networks such as workplaces or inside 
classrooms is built through people’s voices being heard and acknowledged (Jones & Welch, 
2018; Vähäsantanen et al., 2017). A key point about agency, is that people in positions of 
authority based on their age, status as a more knowledgeable other, or job title (e.g., teachers) 
must be willing to hear, acknowledge, and support one another to facilitate agentic action. 
Critical pedagogies strive to partner and coconstruct with learners, thus engendering the learner’s 
agency rather than building false dependencies (Freire, 1970).  
Choice, voice, and agency are elements of inquiry-based learning and teaching. While all 
people are social actors and their actions have impacts, there is a distinction between agentic 
action and thoughtless action that brings us back to Dewey’s (1938a) description of social 
control as the power to make self-aware and socially aware choices. As I considered the novice 
teachers’ agency, I centered my interpretations on individuals’ prior experiences and how they 
may have felt empowered or not by Liv. 
Both Ji-yoo and Linda displayed agentic behavior through their personally significant 
inquiries (PSI) and were supported by Liv through a process of listening, recasting, and 
scaffolding. It is possible Ji-yoo’s two years of previous classroom experience, and the affective 
nature of Linda’s PSI, enabled these novice teachers to recognize and seize agentic opportunities 




Agency and experience. Of the novice teachers, Ji-yoo was the only one with classroom 
experience as a head teacher. During this study, I observed her shepherding two inquiry projects 
simultaneously. The nests project was at the level of the children and inclusion and exclusion in 
children’s play was her PSI at the level of the adult. Ji-yoo showed her agency by bringing ideas 
to meetings and implementing her plans inside the classroom. Ji-yoo had some familiarity with 
the Reggio Emilia approach, yet her own dispositional qualities seemed to have more influence 
on her agency as a K-1 coteacher. During an interview, Liv shared:  
Ji-yoo is an example of someone who, she’s inspired regardless of whether Reggio exists 
or not. Maybe Reggio is just kind of like this space that it’s like, oh now it’s more 
spacious because I see there’s this possibility to be like this. So, I think she would still be 
inspired in some of the same ways and practices. It’s just that Reggio offers a room, or a 
chamber, that defines that, right now. (interview, December 13, 2018) 
Sally noted and quoted Liv as saying, “Ji-yoo was an intellectual partner.” This suggested the 
two women had a coteaching relationship as they planned and discussed. When asked where she 
found inspiration, Ji-yoo shared: 
I don’t know because of Reggio Emilia specifically or because I’m teaching as a 
kindergarten teacher. So, let’s say even if we’re on break or vacation, I always try to find 
something that might help as a teacher, but that doesn’t mean I want to find inspiration 
because of Reggio Emilia. I want to find something I can bring to the classroom as a 
teacher. (interview, February 15, 2019) 
Liv’s description of Ji-yoo and Ji-yoo’s description of her practice were remarkably similar and 
spoke to the alignment in the pair’s thinking. In this excerpt, we got a sense of how Ji-yoo saw 




disposition toward acting with wholeheartedness and intellectual responsibility was put forth by 
Liv and Ji-yoo herself. Ji-yoo seemed comfortable in her role as a teacher and agentic group 
member seen in her shepherding and provisioning of classroom inquiries. 
 Agency within the teacher education program. Linda’s placement in K/I was an early 
field experience that was part of her undergraduate teacher preparation program. She did not 
have any prior experiences comparable to the expectations being placed on her. During her field 
experience, she was asked to shepherd and provision children’s inquiries. She was also 
encouraged to lead the Tree of Life social-action project. As a university placement supervisor, I 
am aware early field experiences have fewer structural guidelines than full student teaching. 
Additionally, placements with Liv in K-1 tend not to follow placement guidelines as strictly as 
other placements. I have observed this as a university supervisor as well as a researcher. This 
enabled Linda to experiment with her role and duties as a teacher in K-1. 
  Linda seemed to be a novice teacher who wanted to get the most out of her field 
experience. She would stay longer, do more than was expected, and she was willing to engage 
intellectually. She often asked questions and would speak up when unsure or experiencing 
cognitive tension. Linda regularly shadowed Liv to Wednesday head teacher meetings from 
3:00-4:00 p.m., although she could have left at 3:00. Linda also contributed during meetings; for 
instance, she displayed her professional efficacy when she suggested to the 2/3 head teacher, 
“Talk to Margie [the student teacher in 2-3], it’s how they’ve taught us to think,” with regard to 
integrating disciplines (field notes, October 17, 2018).  
  During a head teacher meeting in the wake of the Tree of Life extremist hate crime, the 
senior staff at JSC and student teachers had a tough conversation about providing an anti-bias 




children. Interestingly, none of the head teachers questioned the appropriateness of anti-bias 
content (e.g., the Tree of Life attack) for the children. In the following field notes, teachers 
grappled. Linda was seemingly not convinced that the methods of instruction were working or 
perhaps had misunderstood something more central to JSC’s progressive philosophy and inquiry 
teaching approach: 
 Linda shares that some K-1 children were unengaged during the group and she had 
difficulty inviting them into the conversation, saying, “One group drew with makers on each 
other’s faces because that’s what 8-year-old’s do” . . . after some discussion of supporting social 
responsibility . . . Liv then brings the conversation back to the role of the teacher in progressive 
education and addresses Linda, saying:  
Liv: “When a teacher calls a small group of children, it’s okay to say this is what we’re 
talking about now because you’ve called them with an intention. So, we’re not taking 
play away from children or being 8 or being kids away. I think we have this sense of 
openness and easy going-ness that it is all about what the children bring but, in this 
model, I think the teachers get to bring something too. So, when you with intention 
created a small group, I think it’s fine for you to say this actually isn’t the fart group, this 
isn’t the drawing on faces group, this is the Tree of Life mandala group. There is another 
way to scaffold that. I just don’t want you to feel like, because sometimes, I feel the 
message in K-1 or maybe in the whole school is it’s only emergent and it’s only child 
directed or child-led and that’s not only what it is, because you guys have an intention. 
So, I think it’s okay to have a strong angle or to ask questions that lead to inquiry or to 




Sally in background says, “guiding and provoking.” Others turn those words over in their 
mouths.  
Linda: “That makes sense, but I’ll respectfully challenge it though because, like Margie 
had a great idea of asking each kid what the Tree of Life meant to them and her kids [2-3 
students] were giving these great answers and going in depth . . . like creating a whole 
phrase, they were doing great things so I tried it and Finn gives me something great of 
course but then the other three were like . . . I don’t know, I don’t know, so at what point 
do I scaffold them to give me the answer that I want them to give because they are, they 
aren’t that high-level thinking yet. But Finn’s ‘it represents everyone who has died’ and I 
asked if he had written a monarch [referencing a previous activity of writing a message 
for someone who had died] for anyone this past week and he’s like my grandpa because 
he died. But not all kids are there yet, I think in K-1.” 
Bob, the 4-5 teacher, suggests Linda challenge children by saying, “I am not asking you 
to know, I am asking you to use the information you have and generate a theory and put 
some effort into it.”  
At which point Belinda says, “I get what Linda is saying and I wonder how much am I 
feeding and how much am I guiding, especially in preschool. . . . That when I say you 
have to then I am not guiding anymore, and I feel the same way.”  
 Linda: “Yeah, I am not going to force them to say something.”  
Kate, the 2-3 teacher, then offers, “Well you could say that’s okay that you don’t know 
what it means but when you look at it how does it make you feel.” The conversation 
continues, and Sally agrees that it is hard.  




“Questions are tricky, and they do invite in many people a feeling of I don’t know 
because I don’t know the right answer. But what I am talking more about is the part 
where we are redirecting play and playful because it’s not what we’re doing right now, 
this is what we’re doing right now and when we’re done, it will be time to go to play and 
project. So, it’s not that David has to come up with a theory about the Tree of Life, but 
we’re not going to spend all the rest of the time drawing on each other or talking about 
farts. If you want to go write a story about farts later that’s cool.”  
 Linda, addressing the group says, “Thanks.” (field notes, November 7, 2018)  
 From Liv, we saw a concern over discipline or a misconception about the role of the 
teacher in progressive classrooms. Discipline had been an ongoing issue in K-1 for children and 
novice teachers. Liv’s attention to the issue of discipline suggested the problem was not 
children’s capacity to intellectually engage, as suggested by Linda, but rather Linda’s willingness 
to assume a leadership or authority role with the children. In this field note, Linda’s comfort in 
making her voice heard was on full display as she “respectfully challenged” and was rewarded 
through a critical dialogue regarding dialogic teaching techniques and the inquiry method of 
instruction.  
 The above JSC staff meeting field note is an interesting snapshot into the professional 
learning Linda experienced as she engaged with the staff, requiring her to accept different 
messages from the head teachers. Suggestions provided by the head teachers to Linda reflected 
an intellectual and social-emotional focus seen in Bob and Kate’s comments. Belinda, a veteran 
preschool teacher in her first year at JSC, was able to empathize with Linda. As a novice teacher, 
Linda navigated this professional environment with agency and likely built her professional 




sentiments about the difficulty of scaffolding children’s thinking without thinking for children 
seemed to mirror Liv’s frustrations with coteachers and their capacity to be thinking partners.  
 Agency and uncertainty. Mae found herself in a different position than the other novice 
teachers, as she was navigating her transition in professional identity from student teacher to 
coteacher. The decision to become a teacher and where to teach were hard choices for her to 
make. Mae shared that she purposely chose not to teach in the suburbs as her mom expected; she 
chose JSC to experience something different than her own education and student teaching 
experiences (interview with Mae, November 8, 2018). In the following transcript, Mae described 
her thoughts on teaching at JSC and what the transition was like for her. Mae shared: 
It was like all these kids I had relationships with [as a gymnastics coach], I just really 
thought were unique and interesting children and then I was like “Oh this is where they 
go to school!” Cuz it kind of makes sense. But, um, now that I’m here I would say every 
day I go home, like I don’t know because it’s challenging. I’m still not use to it. I am 
trying to figure out the best thing to do in certain situations, uhm, because sometimes I 
still feel like a student-teacher, because’there's like the head teacher. But then I have to 
remind myself that no I’m not a student teacher. (interview, November 8, 2018) 
 Mae’s acknowledgement that she needs to make decisions may be an indication Liv’s 
desire for coteachers to have “ownership or responsibility” in the class was being recognized by 
Mae, if not realized in practice (interview with Liv, December 13, 2018). In the previous spring 
of 2018, Mae student taught in a public school where the consistent structure and clear hierarchy 
between herself and the cooperating teacher were provided in the form of placement guidelines 
and expectations. In her new position post-graduation as a coteacher at JSC, a hierarchy 




K-1. Mae’s transition from student teacher to coteacher may have contributed to her agentic and 
nonagentic behaviors. Liv had a strong sense that Mae was not seizing the opportunities she had 
and was instead focused on what she could not do. In the following interview transcript, Liv 
shared her impressions of how Mae experienced her work while acknowledging JSC’s 
limitations with regard to support:  
To me, it felt like Mae was hitting a wall like every day. When we talked it felt like 
usually, she was focused on, well, “I don’t know what the kids were doing, because I’m 
not here in the afternoon.” Or “I don’t know what the kids were doing because I wasn’t 
here yesterday morning.” So, it’s like well, if you just think about the parts that you don’t 
know, then you’re gonna feel like, you’re gonna be thinking about what you don’t know. 
So, just think about the parts that you do know. So, while you were here, what did you 
hear them talking about? . . . Philosophically, I think it feels very different for Mae, and 
there aren’t like the kinds of practices, like regular consistent practices here that would 
really support someone who hasn’t been under Reggio or taken a class. (interview, 
February 15, 2019) 
A major theme for Mae was her discomfort with the literacy practices inside K-1. On 
multiple occasions, she shared her interest in and desire to test and teach literacy skills with more 
intention and explicitness. Except for magic ink sight words, I did not observe any literacy 
initiatives started by Mae during my fieldwork between August and February. The following 
field note excerpts trace Mae’s communications with Liv about literacy and Mae’s recognition of 
literacy as something important to her. In these excerpts, attention should be given to the 
perceived and explicit messages Mae received. These may have affected her agency. This is an 




Mae: It still, like on the daily makes me uncomfortable that I don’t know the reading 
levels of a lot of kids and stuff like that. Again, I’ve been in traditional [classrooms], and 
that’s’all I'm used to. So, in my student teaching, wh’n you're just drilled on this and this, 
and your reading units a’d you're planning for this, and the edTPA, and then I’m here and 
it’s so much more focusing on the student’s emotions, which I appreciate. That’s what we 
need in this class. It’s just out of my comfort zone, still. I’m still not used to it. 
TC: So, you said that you have more responsibility and if that’s something you are 
identifying as a discomfort for you not knowing their reading level. Do you feel like that 
would be something that you could find out? Or make an inquiry for yourself? 
Mae: Well, I’m nervous about stepping on Liv’s toes because she’s been here for years. 
She has her plan; she knows what’s happening. When I get nervous, I take a back seat 
and I’m l’ke we'll figure it out, we’ll get there’but I'm not sure, it isn’t something we’ve 
talked about yet because we do read every day and during their story workshop but I still 
don’t get one on one time with a child and say OK, You. Read. This. Book. That’s. On. 
Your. Level. [Mae is hitting the side of her hand to the palm of her other hand as she says 
each word]. (interview, November 8, 2018). 
In this excerpt, Mae strongly expressed her desire to supplement the whole language approach 
used in K-1 with the balanced literacy approach of assessing reading levels for guided reading. 
Mae also pointed to hierarchical reasons, such as Liv’s experience, as reasons why she had 
decided to “take a back seat.”  
On November 19, 2018, Mae and Liv discussed how children were being introduced to 




meeting, Liv suggested an idea for bringing standardized spellings into the room and asked Mae 
if she would like to help do that.  
Liv: “Something you could do is sight words.” 
Mae [sounds hopeful]: “OK yeah, that could be good.” 
Liv [starts sharing her ideas and is using we]: “And we could color-code words…all 
children’s words we could put stickers on the back or something and then those sets of 
words could be used to play games like memory or go-fish because we’re doing them in 
pairs.”  
Mae: “Ah cool” 
Liv: “And then we could have like calendar words, like the days of the week, November 
and all those go in a set that is color-coded.”  
Mae: “How are the words in pairs?” 
Liv: “I just wrote them two at a time and back to the “how to” a child said “oh, I know 
how to play this” so we could have them write directions. . . . So, you could pick a theme. 
So, if you wanted to start with sight words and begin with the pre-primer, primer, 1st, 
2nd, 3rd words you could do all of them and they can be in separate sets and they can be 
there. So, does that sound like something you want to take on?”  
Mae says “yes” twice.  
Liv goes on to talk about the potential for new categories to be opened, like if someone 
wrote Illinois, they could make the 50 states, so: “The trickiest part is, I feel like it is 
cocreated because the ideas are coming from what the children are writing and spinning 
off of those. But in this case, we are doing the writing because our writing is more legible 




probably better that it’s more standardized like our writing and pretty soon we might have 
1,000 words! So that’s how we take something that might feel like we’re stuck between a 
traditional way of teaching and how are we doing word study in K-1 and pull it [through], 
it’s not just word of the day. It’s sneaking out into all these places and to me that feels 
like a good fit for something you’d like to continue to work on with the kids.”  
[After a pause] Mae says: “Cool, I like that.”  
Liv then says: “Why don’t you just text everyone or do you know what set you’d like to 
start with date words, word families?” Mae says she’d like to start with sight words. Liv, 
as if closing a business deal, confirms one last time: “So, you’ll do sight words.” (field 
notes, November 19, 2018) 
This field note represents a typical meeting between Mae and Liv in which Liv led with 
ideas and Mae went along, adding very short responses sprinkled with questions. Through this 
literacy invitation, Liv displayed a validation of Mae’s interest in literacy. Although it was Mae 
who voiced concern about literacy inside K-1, it was Liv that put forth Mae’s interest and created 
a plan for word study. This suggests Mae was not displaying agency regarding her interest in 
literacy and that Liv was heavily scaffolding Mae’s pedagogical methods learning. 
In January, on the teachers’ first day back after their winter break, JSC met as a whole 
staff to learn about Lucy Calkins’ writers’ workshop (LCWW, Calkins, 2013), which Sally had 
bought the units of study K-5 curriculum. In this excerpt, Sally asked people to review the 
LCWW reading and writing bill of rights. She went around the group asking if a specific word 
stood out to them: 
Sally, speaking softly now, asks Mae if she has a word. Mae hesitates and then says her 




because we don’t [pause, Sally encourages with an ah-hum]. I guess I don’t really see a 
lot of things we do as direct and explicit, it’s more, it’s just different than that.” 
 Sally: “So what do you think about that for your age group?” 
 Mae [takes a long pause]: “I don’t know.” 
Sally: “Would you say the word is need for you here, or would you say it is a different 
word? Would you just not have that sentence there, or would you?” 
Mae: “I don’t know. I am comfortable with number 3 because when I went to school, 
that’s how I learned and then during student teaching that’s how I was teaching. So, it’s 
still more K-1 that I am getting used to with it being less direct and explicit instruction, 
um, so I guess I don’t really know. So, I am learning right now that maybe it doesn’t need 
to be taught like that after last semester. But that’s how I was taught and that’s how I 
learned how to teach.” (field notes, January 7, 2019) 
In this excerpt, we again heard Mae voicing discomfort. She mentioned her prolonged 
transition to the literacy practices inside K-1, which she attributed to prior experiences and how 
she was taught to teach. Later this day, Mae made an agentic play by asking if she could perform 
Diagnostic Reading Assessments (DRA). 
 In the following excerpt, Mae was faced with an obstacle to pursuing her inquiry into 
children’s literacy levels while being offered alternative forms of taking action:  
After the LCWW whole staff meeting, Mae, Liv, and Ji-yoo are meeting as a team to 
discuss literacy in K-1. Mae expresses that she’d like to perform DRAs early in the 
semester. But Liv says there is a conflict with a university reading methods course, who 




Mae pushes, saying that she’d like to personally do them because she feels like she does 
“not know or know enough about a lot of the kids’ reading levels.” She gives an example 
of asking Hunter what a letter was, and he did not know. So, she wants to know more 
about “what are they confident with and not confident with.”  
Mae, showing some agency and conveying the urgency of her inquiry, asks, “Should we 
start before they come in or wait?”  
Liv says they should wait to see what their schedule is and acknowledges that the K-1 
team may want to “claim that for [themselves], because a score doesn’t tell you 
something you might remember differently.”  
Liv continued dashing Mae’s hopes of performing DRAs by saying: “DRA is a more 
standardized formal assessment and maybe how Ji-yoo is thinking about and wants to 
observe the difficulties in writing and follow up by shepherding the personal dictionaries. 
You might think, is there a way I can meet my own needs and wants as a teacher to feel 
like I have more individual knowledge about children, like books they choose or letters 
they know. So, it can be independent of a class coming in, so does that make sense, and 
that can start sooner.”  
The two discuss possibilities and logistics and Mae with some hesitation in her voice 
asks, “Is there time for that?”  
Liv says, “There isn’t but we can make time,” and adds not to “let the schedule or 
someone else’s schedule like the College of Education’s limit your inquiry, we just have 
to be creative,” to which Mae nods without making eye contact.  
Liv looks at Mae and says, “Mae, does that feel like something you’d like to do?”  




Here we witness an explicit and strong message given to the novice teachers about their 
agency to shepherd projects that were meaningful to them. Although the message that Mae 
should find ways to satisfy her literacy inquiry was strong in words, Mae seemed discouraged. 
Perhaps Mae’s disappointment was due to Liv’s disregard for DRA data and, by default, Mae’s 
original plan to pursue her inquiry. This exchange showed the value Mae placed in DRA testing 
and her agentic attempt to acquire information to draw conclusions for future action. This act 
showed Mae’s growing inquiry stance with regard to identifying interest and selecting means in 
support of drawing thoughtful conclusions. Liv, as the keeper of intellectual responsibility, 
steered Mae toward other possibilities for following her inquiry and nudged her to remain open 
minded.  
The fact that Mae had experience administering DRAs and identified those as a means of 
following her literacy interest should not be overlooked. For Mae to be able to draw from her 
expertise and then be told no, regardless of the reason, was likely a blow to her professional 
agency. These field notes show Liv’s general disinterest in formalizing reading instruction rather 
than a sharp rebuttal of Mae’s interest in literacy. It must have been difficult for Mae to hear the 
mixed message of yes, you can follow your inquiry but not in the way you want or feel currently 
equipped to. Mae and Liv had different approaches to literacy and literacy instruction. Liv 
described it as a philosophical difference. I suggest it was Mae’s inaction in pursuing her interest 
in “creative” ways, thus allowing interest to become a personally significant inquiry, that was a 
point of frustration for Liv (interview with Liv, December 13, 2018). Mae’s assessment earlier in 
the school year that Liv “has her plans” was experienced time and again by Mae. Liv desired 
agentic coteachers, yet helping them feel validated when their ideas ran counter to her 




Liv also reminded Mae of the power teachers had to make choices at JSC. This field 
notes excerpt shows Liv pushing Mae to consider different possibilities with regard to her 
schedule. 
It is November and Liv and Mae are talking about different spring scheduling 
possibilities for coteachers. Liv offers that the schedule in K-1 has a changing rhythm. Liv 
suggests to Mae that maybe staying a whole day has the potential for Mae to bring in what she is 
interested in and could help her reframe her feeling of missing out. Mae seems unsure about the 
change based on her silence. Liv leaves the decision to Mae, and says in a reminding tone, 
“We’re in charge” (field notes, November 29, 2018).  
Despite the explicitness in Liv’s words, I wondered if seemingly insignificant incidents in 
isolation had the effect of micro-rebuttals to Mae. Although the hierarchy was relatively weak in 
K-1 and there was space for novice teachers’ agentic action, there was a hierarchical structure 
that children, parents, and teachers recognized. It was seen in moments when Liv was absent or 
left the class for an extended time, particularly when Mae or Mae and Linda were the only 
teacher(s) in the classroom. As a strategy for building Mae and Linda’s autonomy, Liv would 
leave the pair alone in the classroom, upon Liv’s return, the balance of authority would shift back 
to her. I saw this when the novice teachers waited for Liv to take care of discipline or children 
switched to Liv to meet their needs.  
Similar mentorship was provided to Mae, Ji-yoo, and Linda in terms of listening, 
recasting, and scaffolding their ideas. Mae was explicitly reminded of the power she had on more 
than one occasion and was pushed to assume more independence. Mae did not voice her ideas 
very often. This “taking a backseat” quality of hers made for fewer coconstructed interactions 




believe Mae received implicit and interpreted messages that hindered her agency. Ji-yoo and 
Linda showed agency through their PSIs. These investigations took a form similar to teacher 
action research as both teachers developed questions they investigated across a prolonged time, 
using multiple data sources to draw conclusions.  
Intellectual 
 The intellectual aims of becoming an inquiry teacher have been framed by Dewey’s 
(1904, 1933) teacher growth non-negotiables. He asserted that teacher growth is dependent upon 
the strengthening of teachers’ own inquiry stances in relation to the work they do with children 
inside progressive inquiry-based classroom. Dewey is considered a pragmatic philosopher and a 
self-proclaimed empiricist (Dewey, 1938a; Pring, 2014). However, Dewey did not propose that 
truth or truth seekers were objective. He continually pushed for truths steeped in the past, tested 
in the present, and useful in future experiences. Dewey (1904, 1933) asserted teachers must 
possess a strong inquiry stance toward reflective thinking that is accompanied by dispositional 
readiness. Reflective thinking is inquiry or an intellectually ordered pursuit of conclusions.  
Dispositions or attitudes enable the use of reflective thinking. Dewey (1933) contended 
inquiry teachers must “cultivate those attitudes favorable to the use of inquiry . . . knowledge of 
the methods will not suffice” (pp. 29-30). He reasoned that a teacher who is inflexible in their 
beliefs about the world, unaware of the feeling of being pulled by a question, and unwilling to 
grapple with meanings could not notice and direct children’s intellectual pursuits. Dewey made 
his case well while challenging us to consider and adapt what his vision might look like in 
practice. This section draws upon Dewey’s (1933) theory of “How We Think” to organize 






Dewey (1933) highlighted the attitudes of open mindedness, wholeheartedness, and 
intellectual responsibility as enabling someone to perform inquiry. Dewey conceptualized these 
attitudes as intellectual resources that could be cultivated, distinguishing them from a narrow 
view of the three as mere character or moral traits. Open mindedness provides for generative 
inquiry through the seeking of multiple perspectives. Wholeheartedness secures meaningful 
inquiry that is mentally energized and enthusiastically sought. Intellectual responsibility offers 
the inquirer “consistency and harmony in belief” and upholds thoroughness and continuity 
between aims and means and when seeing an inquiry through to conclusion (Dewey, 1933, p. 
32).  
Liv presented novice teachers with experiences and mentoring, pushing them to consider 
multiple perspectives (open mindedness) and notice and take up their own and children’s inquiry 
interests (wholeheartedness). Liv was responsible for ensuring JSC’s philosophical and 
pedagogical commitments were being lived out in the K-1 classroom. This role meant that she 
functioned as the team’s intellectual compass by connecting philosophy and practice. Examples 
of the dispositions novice teachers displayed were highlighted in the previous section on the 
social and emotional curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher.  
Open mindedness. Liv, in her first meeting with coteachers, explicitly described the 
disposition of open mindedness they were expected to cultivate with children and use in their 
own thinking about children.  
Liv: “There is more than one answer and way of thinking about things . . . this is a place 
where we’re comfortable not knowing . . . holding open what knowing means . . . what kind of 




Liv drew the novice teachers’ attention to alternate possibilities or narratives and tasked 
them to practice open mindedness through the collection of documentation. In the following 
excerpt, the team seems fatigued with regard to Cormac’s discipline, and Liv urged them to see 
more: 
Liv has shared a report from the functional emotional specialist with the group. Mae, 
sounding exasperated, “I don’t know how to get his attention.”  
Liv says, “we’ve been doing trial and error and now we’re approaching in a more 
systematic way, which gives context and patterns of resistances.” Mae seems to be 
experiencing a discrepancy between recommendations and her experience in the 
classroom.  
Liv offers, “I’ve seen you take pictures of his success . . . we can co-opt technology, to 
tell the healthy and adjusted story.” 
Ji-yoo: “He’s strong, so children call him over.”  
Liv suggests, “Notice when the positive interrupts or tips the balance. . . . Mae you’re his 
home group leader. Can you commit to it?”  
Mae: “Hmmm,” looking down and away. Liv suggests they coauthor at first. Mae agrees 
with a “yeah.”  
Liv emphasizes that they need to be aware of, “What are we ‘doing’ or not doing?” and 
focusing on “moments of harmony . . . can the magic be captured?” (field notes, October 
18, 2018). 
Mae shared how she was challenged to think differently at JSC and revealed a growing 





Reggio Emilia inspired is . . . it’s challenging, and I have to think in a different way than 
I’m used to. I need to relax more. Sometimes in class, I would get stressed. I don’t know, 
what are we going to do? When are we going to do math? When am I going to hear this 
kid reading and I need to do this, I can’t force that on the kids, and it just kind of needs to 
happen more. I don’t know if that makes sense. I guess I need to be more open to learning 
from the children, which is something I was open to before but it’s a whole different level 
of learning from them. Sometimes, it’s still hard for me but Liv is really good at 
modeling for me and what I’m trying to get better at is not giving them answers too. I 
would go to teachers for answers, and that’s what I think I should give them. If they are 
asking questions, if I know the answer, I want to give it to them. But Reggio Emilia is 
letting them find the answer, let them wonder, let them search for, letting them think and 
talk more instead of being, oh you asked this question about sharks, here is the answer. 
(interview, February 15, 2019) 
Mae in this excerpt spoke to the instruction she was receiving and the knowledge she was 
gaining about inquiry-based learning. She is reflective about her teaching and identified elements 
inside K-1, she is challenged by and working on. Mae’s reflectiveness displays her open 
mindedness, while remaining aware of parts of the curriculum, (e.g., reading) that are important 
to her, which hints at her intellectual responsibility.  
Wholeheartedness. Throughout this study, Liv pressed upon the novice teachers the 
importance of identifying and leading inquiries. She explicitly placed value on what they were 
noticing and expected novice teachers to have inquiries they were guiding with children and 




novice teachers to seek out interests to pursue as inquiries. In the second week of school, Liv 
described and communicated the nature and expectations concerning inquiry: 
Liv is describing to Ji-yoo and Mae the layers of inquiry and their roles as inquiry 
teachers. “We might have an overarching theme or inquiry and then a teacher inquiry and 
you will find your own topic. It’s good for us to know what our interests are. . . . First 6-
weeks is casting a wide net. . . . Think about what parts of environment you’re interested 
in beyond provisioning. What is the other level that doesn’t fit in a planning column. . . . 
You are a shepherd of the inquiry the sheep are not penned.” (field notes, August 31, 
2018) 
 Liv made time in team meetings to identify and develop teacher interests and inquiries 
and used explicit activities with the novice teachers geared toward identifying emerging 
inquiries: 
Liv has presented Mae with a Venn diagram and the two of them are recording interests 
on post-its and placing them to represent overlapping interests in the center and 
individual interests in the outer circles. Liv is encouraging Mae to develop a personal 
inquiry, perhaps around Illinois, which they both identified as an interest. Liv emphasizes 
the importance of personal interests and tries to separate Mae’s interest from her own, 
which specifically revolves around the 200th birthday of the state.  
Liv to Mae: “What is Illinois, for you?” Mae shares about study abroad and then coming 
back. Mae described the experience as “seeing the water once you are out.” (field notes, 




Liv provided clear and repeated messages to novice teachers about the importance of personal 
interests and the independent and sometimes collaborative nature of their work. This consistent 
messaging shows the deliberateness given to cultivating novice teachers’ wholeheartedness. 
Intellectual responsibility. For the K-1 team, Liv was the keeper and guide, providing 
cohesion between philosophy and practice. This was seen in the many planning sessions in 
which novice teachers presented an idea or interest. Using the novice teacher’s idea, Liv would 
coconstruct a response that reflected “consistency and harmony in belief” (Dewey, 1933, p. 32). 
The following excerpt is an instance of Liv modeling intellectual responsibility by connecting 
pedagogical choice to larger educational aims. Liv noted:  
Looking closer, this is a theme that is coming up for you not just in one place, it’s not just 
in units of study for writing or see, think, wonder. There is a grace and simplicity when 
we can use these bigger themes whether emotional or inquiry themes they are sort of 
organizing principles so if you are going through your day looking for every opportunity 
to say to them hey look closely there’s things we’re not noticing, you’re not, I am not, 
and they are really cool things and then that becomes a mantra or guiding principle and it 
becomes much easier to think, what am I going to do tomorrow or what kind of books do 
I want to get because you have a thematic organizer and it’s different then saying we’re 
studying apples, etc. (field notes, January 7, 2019) 
Reflective Thinking 
  Dewey (1933) positioned reflective thought as a “better way of thinking . . . that consists 
in turning a subject over in the mind and giving it serious and consecutive consideration” (p. 3). 
He set reflective thinking apart from what we casually call “thinking,” that flood of ideas that 




response to experience that finds continuity in past experiences. The five reflective thinking or 
inquiry steps identified by Dewey (1933) include: (a) “Suggestions,” toward initial solutions to a 
problem; (b) defining the difficulty which has been “felt into a problem to be solved,” developing 
a question; (c) “the use of one suggestion after another as a leading idea, or hypothesis, to initiate 
and guide observation and other operations in collection of factual material”; (d) reasoning or 
“the mental elaboration of the idea” and (e) arriving at a conclusion after “testing the hypothesis 
by overt or imaginative action” (p. 107). 
A goal of progressive education is to establish reflective thinking as a mental habit. 
Novice teachers experienced directives from Liv, allowing them to participate in reflective 
thinking processes to solve pressing classroom issues as a team. The following field note excerpt 
is an example of group reflective thinking in action. It is initiated around a specific child’s 
behavior that spurs an inquiry into challenging behaviors so that thoughtful decisions can be 
made about support:  
Linda and Liv’s meeting time becomes an impromptu team meeting about discipline. Liv 
addresses the group that includes Mae, Linda, Volunteer, and Kathy [another researcher]. 
Liv: “Let’s take a few minutes to talk about dance. Has Lonnie ever been like that before 
in dance?” 
 Mae: “No, I would remember, he wasn’t listening to his body.” 
Liv: “We need to have a more proactive plan for him. This might be a case of the large 
group not working for everyone.” 
 Mae: “Maybe him being gone didn’t help, but the whole group was off.” 
Liv: “This is something we need to debrief on.” Liv proposes a data collection plan for 




Liv: “Let’s look at behaviors and where they are happening and be aware on a 100-point 
scale of challenging behaviors. Some work needs to be done on supporting and who 
focuses on who.” Liv is delegating responsibility.  
Liv: “Linda you can be with red group since Ji-yoo’s not here in morning.  Volunteer 
needs to be doing daily predictable stuff, so we can be in relationship.” 
Mae is nodding and taking brief notes. Seemingly in agreeance.  
Liv: “I am leaning toward small group for dance in the future” (field notes, October 9, 
2018) 
 In this excerpt, Dewey’s (1933) reflective thinking phases were present. In phase one, the 
group acknowledged and made suggestions about Lonnie’s behavior (e.g., large group not 
working for him, he was absent). In phase two, they reinspect the conditions before settling on a 
theory and-or acting (e.g., recognized the whole group was off and that a proactive plan was 
needed). In phase three, the suggestion from phase one that group dynamics may be a cause was 
tweaked and elevated from being a “mere possibility” to a hypothesis: a “tested” and “measured” 
probability after Mae mentioned the whole group was off (Dewey, 1933, p. 111). Phases four 
and five were seen in Liv’s directive that the group collect data and bring it to the next team 
meeting to debrief.  
 This scenario is an indicator of the leadership Liv provided the K-1 teachers with regard 
to intellectual decision making and informed action-taking. While Liv generated a timeline and 
the plan for investigating, Mae supported the group’s reflective thinking by raising awareness 
about the whole group’s behavior. This spurred Liv to widen the investigation from the level of 




novice teachers’ contributions. Initiating an inquiry into student behavior did not mean that no 
immediate actions were being taken; rather, it provided a two-tiered response. 
The following field notes excerpt shows Liv and Ji-yoo coconstructing an investigation 
into social dynamics as part of Ji-yoo’s larger PSI. It displays the pair’s intentionality in making 
a plan that sought children’s perspectives. Additionally, Ji-yoo is explicitly receiving the 
message from Liv that she is doing teacher research by inquiring into the children:  
This is a one-on-one meeting between Ji-yoo and Liv. They have moved on from talking 
about the nest project and Ji-yoo is asking about collecting data for her inclusion and 
exclusion PSI. Liv suggests, “Capturing something about social layer of playground is 
important before break because probably relationships will shift and will have grown.”  
Ji-yoo is sharing her idea for having children place themselves on a map of the 
playground as a way of documenting children’s perspective on social dynamics. Ji-yoo 
explains, “I am kind of thinking that I want to ask them, where do you want to situate 
yourself on the playground, it can be meaningful?”  
Liv agrees, “Totally, YES! Where they put themselves on that map, it’s very 
meaningful.”  
Ji-yoo continues, “It might develop into a conversation about oh you’re here this is where 
you mostly spend your time, what is your favorite play there, why do you like it and 
maybe they can bring in some friends that they play with. I am not really sure where I am 
going to go.” 
Liv offers concrete suggestions: “Yeah, and you can just say is there anyone else you 
want to add, it can be very open, anyone else and the thing to do in this instance is to 




sandbox, I think you spend a lot of time there singing with Cora, I wonder where else do 
you like to play or who else do you like to sing with.” 
Ji-yoo, catching on, says, “OH! so I can use this to…”  
Liv [jumps in]: “So it’s like” and then stops talking, asking Ji-yoo to finish her thought.  
“… like prompt the question.”  
Liv then continues, “And the children have this in their repertoire, right. So, when they 
see you using it, you’re just modeling this cycle of inquiry.” 
Ji-yoo audibly says “AHHH”  
Liv: “So part of our inquiry as teachers is about the children not just about the’children's 
inquiry but about the children.”  
Ji-yoo seems to make the connection between her teacher research and the training she is 
receiving in her graduate program: “So that’s my research question.” (field notes, 
November 29, 2018). 
 Novice teachers in this study had their inquiry stances cultivated through a mentoring 
process requiring them to adjust to new ways of being a teacher. The novice teachers needed to 
use reflective thinking practices as a group and individually to plan for instruction and address 
the complexities of classroom life. The intellectual curriculum was the heart of classroom life 
inside K-1. Liv prioritized, cultivated, and pushed for each member of the classroom to think. 
Liv shared: 
Just the attitude of learning and what I really think learning is about is sharing the 
thinking together, about whatever it is the group is thinking about. And it doesn’t matter 




the group is thinking about. Certain things get pulled out, and they get energized for 
many different reasons. (interview, February 15, 2018) 
Conclusion 
I heard a veteran teacher who was new to JSC, the Reggio Emilia approach, and inquiry-
based learning lamenting during a head teacher meeting. Belinda wished someone would just tell 
her the “the way” it was supposed to be done (field notes, October 17, 2018). Her use of the 
phrase the way struck me as I considered the highly visible pedagogic relays she experienced and 
previously enacted. I pondered the phrase and wondered at length, does the way exist and if so, 
how is the way experienced differently by individuals and perhaps at varied times by the same 
individual. Through this research study, I suggest both the way and a journey coexisted as novice 
teachers grew as inquiry teachers. This matters because the teacher seeking the way matters; she 
needs companionship on her journey if it is to be an educative experience. To articulate the way, 
or larger structures involved in becoming an inquiry teacher is no small task: Each journey is 
unique.  
Through the process of data analysis, I uncovered three key curricular areas, each with 
subcategories. The curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher included social-emotional, 
intellectual, and academic aims. Social-emotional learning (SEL) included self-awareness and 
social awareness as novice teachers formed and shared their social identities in the classroom. 
Agency was another major theme of the novice teacher’s professional learning within the 
curricular area of SEL. Identity and agency were factors in the novice teachers recognizing and 
enacting their roles as members of the group with particular rights and responsibilities. I 
uncovered the intellectual curriculum presented by Liv and through individuals’ personal 




which novice teachers displayed and built their dispositions and reflective thinking habits the 
emergent curriculum became more defined. Liv continually cultivated the disposition of open 
mindedness as she presented all three novice teachers with alternative theories and practices. Liv 
cultivated the disposition of wholeheartedness with Linda and Ji-yoo (to a larger degree than 
Mae) due to the support the pair experienced during agentic efforts. Liv also modeled and 
provided novice teachers with experiential learning through reflective thinking cycles at the level 
of the teaching group to systematically and collectively consider discipline in K-1.  
The academic curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher included gaining disciplinary 
expertise through the acquisition of knowledge and skills in subject matter, teaching methods, 
and theoretical and philosophical connections to practice. The knowledge and skills novice 
teachers learned as they implemented the inquiry-based emergent curriculum inside K-1 led to 
understandings regarding the role of the teacher in progressive education and inquiry-based 
learning’s relationship to social-emotional learning. The instructional interactions novice 
teachers experienced as they learned to implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum were a 
mixture of direct, experiential, and inquiry-based. Liv thought it was important to have time 
alongside the novice teachers to support their need to be “apprenticed,” while she also 
acknowledged that directives from her equaled accountability for the novice teachers and pushed 
them to identify their own inquiries (field notes, October 31, 2018). Liv recognized the 
responsibility and hierarchy embedded in the mentoring relationship she had with the novice 
teachers. My analysis of the pedagogy experienced by the novice teachers show that the 
pedagogic relay was more visible and directive than what was experienced at the level of the 




These research findings are presented through a progressive education frame that 
maintains learning paths are idiosyncratic journeys. This framework recognizes that not everyone 
will learn the same things from shared experiences and contends that not everyone needs to 
know or be able to do the same things in the same way or timeframe (Dewey, 1916, 1938a). 
Through this research, I studied both the way and journey novice teachers followed and found as 
they learned to implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum. The way included shared 
curriculum content, learning exchanges, and feedback and support that was differentiated across 
the three novice teachers.  
The way to becoming an inquiry teacher is not clearly marked. Without a guide, one may 
find themselves wandering in the wilderness versus on an educative journey. In this study, the 
curricular goals set for students inside the K-1 inquiry classroom aligned with the learning 
experienced by novice teachers as they implemented an inquiry-based emergent curriculum for 
the first time. This suggests a larger phenomenon is at work in which a core curriculum of social-
emotional learning, intellectual habit building, and disciplinary learning necessitates the 








CHAPTER 7: DOCUMENTATION AND THE INQUIRY STANCE 
 
From my documentation I hope to understand more about children so I can connect to 
them more and children can have a relationship with me, so then I can understand them 
better. So that would be my goal. Through the documentation I really focus on what they 
are saying, what they are doing, and it makes me understand them, also their family 
background. When I communicate with their parents, it actually helps, because there is 
already a foundation that documentation brings. When I bring the documentation about 
what the child actually said, [it] helps us to communicate about those children, and to 
connect to each other. (interview with Ji-yoo, study participant, November 13, 2018) 
In this chapter, I present findings on pedagogical documentation’s role in these novice 
coteachers’ development as inquiry teachers. Pedagogical documentation is a term popularized in 
Reggio Emilia (Edwards et al., 2012). The term is used to describe the collection of artifacts 
about children’s life inside school and the process of analyzing the artifacts to communicate 
learning and make instructional decisions (i.e., social-emotional, intellectual, and academic 
curricular choices). This use of artifacts is seen as the child’s voice being brought into the 
pedagogical process. Therefore, pedagogical documentation is conceptualized as a democratic 
process. This chapter describes the pedagogical documentation practices and processes novice 
teachers engaged in. My analysis details individuals’ existing inquiry stance as seen and 
cultivated through their practice of documentation. The data I used to answer the following 
questions included field notes, interviews, and artifacts (e.g., emails and teacher documentation):  
1. How do these novice teachers show and develop dispositions and habits of reflective 




2. How do these novice teachers use their practice of documentation to see, think, 
wonder, investigate, and act?  
The practice of pedagogical documentation has two foci: content and process. Content involves 
documenting moments from the school day. Teachers collect content documentation by 
gathering written notes, observation charts, diaries, and other narrative forms as well as 
audiotapes, photographs, and videotapes. Process documentation is the use of the content to 
inform pedagogical work by engaging teachers, children, and parents in dialogue, negotiation, 
and meaning making (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2007).  
In this chapter, I focus more on coteachers since Mae and Ji-yoo had additional 
responsibilities regarding documentation than Linda (the student teacher). In addition to 
collecting documentation and using it to inform their planning, the coteachers were responsible 
for curating documentation products for conferences and the PSE. In the first section of this 
chapter, I describe the purpose, content, and methods of collection seen in K-1 and share how 
novice teachers learned to document. An emergent theme I will discuss was the accountability 
coteachers experienced concerning documentation. In the second section of this chapter, I 
examine the process of thinking with documentation and the dispositions the novice teachers 
displayed and built. Throughout this chapter, I use the term documentation to refer to the K-1 
teachers’ own practice of collecting artifacts and their process of thinking with artifacts. 
Collecting Documentation 
Within the first weeks of school, coteachers observed Liv modeling how and when to 
document and were told to “observe and make children’s thinking visible (for example, 




expectation that coteachers were responsible for planning teacher small groups based on their 
observations within the first month of school (email, September 16, 2018).  
I observed all teachers inside K-1 video recording and taking pictures of individuals 
during one-on-one, small, and large group interactions with children capturing learning across 
the curriculum. I coded 158 data segments as documentation. Of those 158, 37 were social-
emotional, 29 were intellectual, and 25 were academic learning moments captured or discussed 
by teachers. This points to documentation being used in the service of the social-emotional 
curriculum more than the intellectual or academic, which were more evenly balanced. Many 
documentation moments showed code co-occurrences between the three curricular areas, 
suggesting more than one area of the curriculum could be captured at once.  
Initially, K-1 teachers were collecting so many videos and pictures each day that it was 
difficult to discern if individual teachers were gathering as much documentation as possible or if 
there was intention behind what they chose to capture. Mae shared that part of her learning 
process was realizing she did not have as much documentation for all the children in her home 
group when conference time came. Consequently, she narrowed her focus (interview, November 
6, 2018). Ji-yoo likewise said she had more of a focus on her home group and would engage with 
them on purpose sometimes to gather specific documentation (interview, February 15, 2019). 
This is not to suggest coteachers only documented their home groups, but rather the home group 
system gave them guidance about where to cast their focus. I observed coteachers documenting 
activities they and other teachers were participating in and leading.  
 The practice of documenting was new to Mae, and she expressed that it took some time 




That’s something I’m having trouble with, the documentation. B’cause it's hard to step 
back. When I’m with them in the classroom I feel like I should be in it with the kids, so 
when I’m taking pictures, recording, or writing I fe’l like I'm on the outside or not fully, 
what’s the word…it’s hard to take a step back, so’ething I'm still worki’g on. It's not 
something I have practice’with. It's not something I have practice’with. It's not something 
part of student teaching, except for Sally’s class, we did practice a couple of times just 
sitting back and writing what you ’ee, what's going on, not your opinion, just what’s 
happening here’ so that's my only experience with documentation of children in the 
classroom. So I still need practice, I feel like the way I’ve been doing the most is when I 
take pictures and video because I find that when I’m writing, that’s when I am behind on 
what they’re saying because you can’t pause what’s happening, so that’s hard. (interview, 
November 8, 2018) 
In Mae’s teacher notebook and planner, there was further evidence of the attention and effort she 
gave to learning how to document. Mae recorded anecdotes for children in her home group. On a 
day she was leading a class meeting, Mae wrote bullet point reminders that included “direct 
quotes” (artifact-Mae teacher planner, September 14, 2018). Mae was attuned to the expectation 
she should be documenting and was making an effort.  
Over time, Mae relied less on writing in favor of pictures. I observed her video recording 
on several occasions. Mae said during an interview that she learned by looking to Liv and Ji-yoo: 
They are good reminders of what I am supposed to do, and I see their artifacts they have 
of children and see the format of how they write the transcripts. Because we had 





Mae’s reference to conferences as examples is one way schoolwide documentation practices 
supported her development. Later in the school year, I asked Mae how she was developing in her 
practice:  
That was another hard thing, so like in student teaching … you shouldn’t have your 
phone out or if you’re working with kids. . . . I had to realize that this is okay, and I can 
do this. I learned a lot by watching Liv and kind of paying attention to the moments 
where she will take her phone out and so then that would make me think “Okay, why do I 
think she’s recording or taking pictures?” So, I got a lot better at it or just having my 
phone ready. Of being like, okay now we’re going to have a discussion and I’m going to 
document this. In the beginning of the school year, I tried to write things down more . . . 
but then I felt like that took me away from the discussion . . . so now I just record for the 
most part. I take pictures of their work, I will take pictures just at recess if they are 
playing some sort of [pause] really just anything at recess . . . so it’s just, I’m paying 
attention to different patterns that we’ve talked about like I talked about buildings. So, if 
they’ve built something, I’ll take a picture of it. Ji-yoo’s been talking about nests, so I’ve 
been taking … keeping an eye out for that. The questions of the day, I’ll take pictures of 
that, if there is a specific question that I know, I want to have a picture of. (interview, 
February 15, 2019) 
In the interview transcript, we hear Mae’s growing confidence in her ability to capture 
documentation and an awareness of her intentions when gathering documentation.  
Ji-yoo did not share Mae’s level of focus on learning how to collect documentation. 




spoke about why and what she did with documentation. She did experience some of the same 
issues as Mae, as seen in the following field note excerpt in which the team is preparing for the 
PSE: 
Ji-yoo: “Can you send me some pictures from nests and measuring because I didn’t 
[pause]. . . What I regret the most is not taking more pictures; I was in it. Maybe a few 
more pictures will help.” (field notes, January 25, 2019)  
 Teachers shared documentation freely when requested, and they would capture moments 
on each other’s behalf. However, sharing documentation was not a formalized practice. Within 
the team, Ji-yoo’s large collection of documentation was valued and of interest for other 
teachers. Ji-yoo’s documentation supported Mae during conference preparations (interview with 
Mae, November 8, 2018) and seemed to be a resource Liv could draw from as well. When 
explaining to Linda how they would use previous documentation on lantern-making to relaunch 
an inquiry, Liv mentioned, “Ji-yoo recorded and I noted many ideas” (field notes, November 6, 
2018). In the following field note, Ji-yoo is sharing an observation with the group when Liv asks 
about documentation:  
 Ji-yoo: “Today, I asked the question like how many friends would be fun to play with in 
K-1. It’s so interesting and Damari was like, I can play with all of us except for one. He 
said Luke.” 
Mae: “Damari, said that?” 
Ji’yoo: “It's interesting, right.”  
Linda: ’I wouldn't have guessed that.” 




Ji-yoo:’“Yeah, I'm going to make documentation [transcripts] for it.” (field notes, 
November 15, 2018) 
In this excerpt, we witness Liv’s request for documentation, perhaps as an accountability check, 
but more likely because she was interested in the exchange. We glimpse the potential of 
documentation to keep other team members informed.  
Multiplicity in Moments Documented 
Shared moments of interest were not uncommon. For example, during a Thursday 
morning observation, Ji-yoo was in the classroom alone and had just finished taking pictures of a 
measuring collaboration between Paul and Damari. A few moments later, Liv walked into the 
room and, just as Ji-yoo had done only minutes before, Liv took several pictures of Paul and 
Damari (field notes, September 27, 2018). Perhaps Ji-yoo was attending to the measuring activity 
as it connected to the nests project she was leading, while Liv focused on the social-emotional 
layer of classroom life; Liv was more likely interested in the boys’ collaboration. It is possible 
they were drawn to the scene for both reasons or simply because Damari was part of Ji-yoo’s 
home group and Paul was in Liv’s. This example shows how a documented moment contains 
varied content and different possibilities for interpretations. This scene suggests teachers had 
specific and overlapping reasons for documenting moments.  
Children were very accustomed to being recorded, videoed, and photographed. Ji-yoo 
remarked: 
I think what is important about [documentation] is that kids already know that they are 
recorded, not in a bad way but my voice is important for teachers to think about. Also, if 




they might not remember or sometimes it’s explicit. They obviously can see; next one is 
actually about what I said. I think that means a lot to children.  
Teachers would regularly leave a phone on the table recording as they attended to other things. 
The following excerpt describes Liv’s habit of documenting: 
Liv leaves her phone in the middle of the writing table with five children and goes to 
check on an individual. A few minutes later Liv crosses the room again, she pauses near a 
boy who is reading The Very Hungry Caterpillar with his face only inches from the book. 
Liv reaches into her pocket, then immediately walks back to the writing table and gets her 
phone. She then returns to the rug and takes a picture of the boy reading. (field notes, 
November 6, 2018) 
I observed Ji-yoo and Liv together and separately thinking of ways to present the documentation 
back to children to relaunch an inquiry or debrief and plan for next steps (field notes, December 
4, 2018; artifact-teacher documentation, December 7, 2018; see bottom of Appendix J for the 
artifact of teacher documentation).  
Responsibility and Documenting 
The expectation that teachers should observe and make children’s thinking visible was a 
tangible way the coteachers’ responsibility in the class could be shown and seen. Liv and Sally 
communicated that gathering documentation was a support for the team and a responsibility 
shared by each member. Mae recognized the practice as part of her responsibility as a teacher in 
K-1 when she shared, “Sometimes we sit in the circle and if Liv’s hands are full, then I realize, 
this is now my responsibility, I should be taking pictures or writing this down” (interview, 
November 8, 2018). During a K-1 team meeting early in the school year, Sally set documentation 




Sally: “Are you documenting the way children are doing that with photos or video?” 
K-1 teachers nod and respond with a collectively weak, “Yes.” 
Sally: “When you capture and talk about it, it doesn’t have to be elaborate, it can be one 
of five things going on. So, when Liv asks you to pull out what you’re seeing, it is a 
support to the team.” (field notes, August 31, 2018) 
The act of collecting and sharing documentation was communicated as being a schoolwide 
expectation and important to the team. Documentation was part of their responsibility as a team 
member. During the August 31 meeting, Sally acknowledged that her voice carried a different 
weight and felt it was important for the coteachers to hear directly from her about 
documentation.  
 Liv often reminded the group and individuals about the importance of collecting 
documentation. The following quote represents how Liv directed the coteachers’ attention 
toward the need to collect documentation:  
You want evidence of your thinking and children’s thinking . . . there should be evidence 
or artifacts of children’s thinking on that . . . [not a good idea because] you won’t be able 
to document it well because the kids will mostly be doing it at home. (field notes, January 
7, 2019) 
In this excerpt, Liv attended to the purpose and content for documentation and noted a lack of 
documentation as a reason not to include a specific activity for the project studies event (PSE).  
Liv continually noted that documentation was part of K-1’s responsibilities when casting back to 
coteachers their individual duties. In the following field notes excerpt, we experience Mae 
presenting an original idea and being tasked with provisioning (e.g., planning, bringing 




Mae says she’s noticed the children love to build and suggests bringing boxes from home 
as an alternative to blocks. Liv welcomes the idea and suggests that maybe each child 
should receive a box so they can pool their resources. Then Liv as a way to confirm 
Mae’s commitment says, “YOU will spend time managing it and also documenting.” 
(field notes, November 19, 2018) 
This excerpt showed Mae offering an original idea and being given a directive with regard to 
documenting. Mae’s growing ability to show ownership was seen in her provisioning and 
documenting the children’s play with boxes the following day. 
 By learning to collect documentation with intention and balance documenting with active 
teaching, coteachers built their inquiry teacher academic knowledge and skill in the area of 
pedagogical methods for inquiry instruction. They also showed the capacity to narrow in on 
specific children and interests, while supporting each other by sharing documentation. The 
schoolwide use of documentation for conferences and the PSE created a greater expectation for 
novice teachers to collect evidence of children’s work and thinking. Coteachers built their 
professional responsibility toward the K-1 team and children through the practice of 
documenting. The expectation included not only collecting documentation but also using the 
content to plan instruction, as part of the inquiry process, and to put forth interpretations about 
individual children and the work being taken on by groups of children and adults.  
Processing Documentation  
Documentation has been described in the literature as a process for teacher planning and 
research and a method of assessment (Black & Wiliam, 2018; Buldu, 2009; Kang, 2013; Katz & 
Chard, 1996; Kroll & Meier, 2018; Rinaldi, 2004). Engaging in documentation as a process for 




connecting (Felstiner et al., 2006; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997). In this section, I describe how 
coteachers learned to engage with documentation as a process. Alongside these descriptions, I 
explain the ways documentation supported coteachers as they became inquiry teachers through 
academic and social-emotional learning and intellectual strengthening via their inquiry stance. 
Inquiry Teaching With Documentation 
 I observed teachers being taught through modeling, coaching, and direct instruction to 
use documentation to make instructional choices. In the following field note excerpt, Liv models 
for coteachers how to use documentation to make instructional decisions:  
Liv: “I’ll look at Grace and Adrianna’s survey about water experiments, share hypothesis, 
and tie it back onto leaf in the bag. I can organize groups around hypothesis and do that 
Friday and Monday.” (field notes, October 31, 2018) 
In this excerpt, Liv used teacher talk to make explicit her plans to use documentation as a 
process-based tool by reflecting children’s hypotheses back to them, directing their attention 
toward a new wonder, and forming small groups. I frequently observed instances like the 
example above during team and one-on-one meetings with the novice teachers as Liv tried to add 
transparency to her process during team planning. 
Liv encouraged coteachers to refer back to their documentation and supported them in 
thinking about documentation as an informational source for planning further instruction. The 
following excerpt is a snapshot of the many interactions between Liv and coteachers in which 
documentation as a process was being taught:  
Ji-yoo: “They were talking about being mean.” 
Liv: “Did you tape any of it? That might give you your next question [of-the-day]” (field 




In this excerpt, Liv scaffolded Ji-yoo’s reflective thinking and use of documentation when in a 
moment of noticing by Ji-yoo, Liv directed Ji-yoo’s attention to the documentation collected and 
helped her put it to use. 
In addition to prompting and suggesting, Liv used more direct instruction when 
introducing coteachers to ways that documentation could be analyzed and used to create new 
instructional possibilities. This excerpt highlights a systematic approach to analyzing 
documentation and considered children’s interests in the creation of educative experiences: 
Liv to Ji-yoo: “I try to organize in three columns. For see if it’s a picture then describe in 
1 or 2 words, for think . . . for wonder . . . and look for overlaps. Then you might call this 
group to measure and this group to create a story.” (field notes, December 13, 2018)  
The push Liv gave her coteachers to analyze documentation was also present with the 
social-emotional curriculum. In the following transcript, Mae is tasked by Liv to collect 
documentation on an individual child:  
Liv: “I’ve seen you take pictures of his success. Mae, you’re his home group leader, can 
you commit to it? Could you study pictures?”  
Mae offers a noncommittal shrug. 
Liv: “My question is about joining the group.”  
Liv: “You’re going to [pause] these can also become anecdotal records.” (field notes, 
October 18, 2018) 
By learning to use documentation as a process for decision making in addition to their learning to 
collect documentation, coteachers added to their inquiry teacher academic knowledge and skills 




 Ji-yoo and Mae both identified reviewing documentation as a support for making 
instructional decisions in an emergent curriculum and as a concrete way to notice and reflect on 
what they and the children were doing. In the following transcript, Mae described documentation 
as a source for noticing the children’s interests, deciding next steps, and keeping track of the life 
of the class:  
So, when we have meetings about kind of what’s next or certain students, I am able to 
look through my pictures and kind of see what this student’s been doing or what has the 
class as a whole been interested in? What are they doing? What would work to do next? 
So, it’s just helping like, if I didn’t take pictures these days would kind of blend together 
and also, I would forget things because there’s a lot going on in the classroom everyday. 
(interview, February 15, 2019) 
This transcript is evidence of Mae’s recognition of documentation as more than a product toward 
the end of this study; instead, it is a process of analyzing and deciding. While observational 
evidence of Mae implementing process-based documentation for daily instructional choices was 
not collected, her interview and documentation panel prepared for the PSE show her growing 
knowledge. 
  In the following field note excerpt, Ji-yoo shares with the K-1 team a realization about 
her documentation habit and develops a plan for going forward and looping the information she 
gathers back into the instructional cycle: 
The whole staff spent the morning discussing Lucy Calkins Writers Workshop (LCWW) 
and viewing grade level videos and now the K-1 team is talking about writing.  
Ji-yoo: “I don’t want to lose the emergent curriculum but rather it’s good to expand. . . . 




talk about narrative writing but also I can include what problems they have when they are 
writing or what challenges they talk about like spelling cause I didn’t really include [in 
my documentation] when they asked me the spelling of this . . . I realize it might be 
meaningful to pay attention to what challenges they have they can be common or 
similar.”  
Ji-yoo sets a goal for herself now that she is going to be in the classroom in the mornings 
to focus her documentation more on “what they say during writing project, so maybe I 
can see or invite them by saying you had this question before maybe you can.” (field 
notes, January 7, 2019) 
Ji-yoo showed an open mindedness toward broadening her documentation focus to include 
writing habits. She also displayed intellectual responsibility by noting the preservation of an 
emergent curriculum as important and proposing a plan for herself to use documentation to 
determine an instructional focus based on what the children attended to. Ji-yoo also activated 
documentation as a formative assessment process as she planned to capture children’s writing 
patterns and design instruction. 
 After 5.5 months of using documentation alongside Liv, the coteachers identified 
documentation as a process for directing instruction via children’s interests and keeping track of 
the life of the class across time. Both coteachers identified documentation’s role in deciding 
“What would work to do next?” However, they enacted this process with varying degrees of 
independence. Nonetheless, documentation was eventually used in the service of continuity, a 
necessary element in inquiry learning.  
The act of using documentation to drive instruction and make decisions was a skill in 




documentation as a process for noticing and directing is similar to the initial phases of reflective 
thinking or inquiry, as coteachers were being asked to see and think with documentation. Mae 
specifically had difficulty with the more process-based aspect of using documentation; early in 
her experience, she was also focused on learning to collect documentation with fluency and 
purpose. While the K-1 team did have a consistent practice of collecting documentation and 
made use of documentation, I observed no formalized protocol as a team-based practice. 
Thinking Together with Documentation  
 The literature on pedagogical documentation has described the practice of documentation 
as including regularly scheduled meetings in which protocols for sharing and making meaning as 
a group are followed (Krechevsky et al., 2013; Rintakorpi & Reunamo, 2017). It is 
acknowledged, while protocols exist for documentation meetings, in each setting, documentation 
practices overall will take contextually appropriate forms (Giudici et al., 2001; Kroll & Meier, 
2018). Formalized documentation meetings have the potential to form collaborative working 
relationships between coteachers and produce new meanings about children’s thinking as 
multiple perspectives are brought together through a process of school-based professional 
development (Kocher, 2008; Merewether, 2018; Oken-Wright, 2001; Peaslee, Snyder, & Casey, 
2007).  
A typical documentation meeting protocol includes group members bringing a piece of 
evidence to share and possibly stating why they selected it, its significance, and interpretations 
they are making about its meaning. In a school-based setting, the group who knows the child or 
children will offer additional perspectives as the whole group negotiates and coconstructs 
meanings and possible next steps. Next steps may include a direction for learning or suggestions 




Liv asked coteachers to collect documentation. In some instances, the coteachers shared 
their raw documentation. For example, K-1 family meetings observed used the structure of a 
formal documentation meeting protocol as reflected in the literature (Giudici et al., 2001; 
Krechevsky et al., 2013). The sharing of documentation at family meetings indicated Liv’s 
knowledge and ability to structure a meeting using a documentation protocol, although she did 
not use a formal documentation protocol as part of the K-1 team’s regular meeting practice. 
During team meetings, Liv identified the sharing of documentation as something she wanted to 
do with her team. She even requested on November 8, 2018, that teachers begin bringing “one 
piece per meeting and we can think together.” In an interview, Liv later shared: 
I was asking people to bring an anecdotal record each time so that we could really look at 
one thing, just as a way of getting into that rhythm. I haven’t held people to that. I feel 
like every week, there’s something else we have to talk about today, whether it’s getting 
ready for the project studies or talking about planning for another event, or a challenging 
situation in the classroom. So, I would like to get back to that. (interview, February 15, 
2019)  
Key differences between a formalized documentation protocol and the documentation practice 
observed in K-1 were seen in the actual bringing, viewing, and thinking about documentation 
together during team meetings. Liv intended to engage her team in the practice of shared 
thinking with documentation, yet there was only one formal documentation team meeting 
observed during my field work from August to February (field notes, November 15, 2018). Liv 
identified irregular documentation meetings at the team level and the lack of formal schoolwide 
guidelines as limitations for coteachers learning to use documentation as a process (field notes, 




Collective thinking with documentation as a support for Mae. Liv shared the one 
formal documentation meeting was initiated as a support for Mae. Initially, Mae had difficulty 
using documentation as a process for meaning, decision making, and tracing projects and the life 
of the class across days. Mae had expressed feelings of not being sure what was happening in the 
classroom, which Liv connected to Mae’s struggle to use documentation as a tool for keeping 
track and noticing and directing children’s interests. In the following transcript, Liv again 
acknowledged the importance of thinking together with documentation and using a formal 
documentation protocol meeting as a learning opportunity particularly for Mae:  
I was thinking, this is no longer about me this is about my team, especially for Mae. 
Because it feels like Mae really has felt challenged and still does about what is she going 
to do the next day. So, it felt like this was in response to trying to make a team practice 
that would also be supportive of that practice [of documentation as process] while 
holding her in mind especially. But it’s something that is for all of us to do. But instead of 
rather saying to Mae show me one of your anecdotal records, it’s like let’s do it together 
because that made a lot more sense. To me it felt like Mae was hitting a wall like every 
day. . . . So, that was a way to formalize it in the team. (interview, February 15, 2019) 
Interestingly, during the formal documentation meeting, Mae was the first to volunteer to share 
pictures of a child’s work along with anecdotal records. Mae was prepared for the meeting with 
physical documentation, which reflected the effort she had been making to collect artifacts. 
During the meeting, Mae was uncertain about how to bring her observations into the 
instructional cycle, yet she showed an open mindedness to revisit the documentation and think 




shows Liv scaffolding Mae’s reflective thinking past the seeing and thinking phase toward 
wondering and thoughtful action, even if it was not a full inquiry cycle. 
Mae: “Samantha gets an idea in her head, and she follows through, when she makes it . . . 
She’s just very cool that way. Y’ah, that's what I wanted to share about Samantha.” 
Liv speaking to Mae: “So, I guess, from that, those are great pictures to share and then 
from that in particular be’ause she's in your teal group. What might be something that 
you would add to the classroom or think about for, like a teacher small group or just a 
small group? Is there something so that her interest in and skills and expe’tise, it's not just 
like you noticed it and shared it with us or with her family or reflected it back to her? But 
how can that be reflected in a way to like a small group choices time . . . or to a bigger 
group. [Mae: Um] Like so, Samantha had this idea to do this. [Mae: uh-um’ So that's like 
a jumping off point. So just thinking about pulling in our observations . . . [into] a spiral 
or circle. An’ you don't have to have the answer today. [MP: mmhuh] It’s just to think 
about, like, how does that inspire the next loop around.” (field notes, November 15, 
2018) 
 This field note represents the instruction Mae received on how to take her seeing and thinking 
with documentation to the next phase of inquiry. Mae was being coached to wonder about 
documentation as a way to bring her observations back into the learning and teaching cycle. The 
field note additionally shows the cognitive work Liv engaged in as the mentor teacher. 
 Collaborative thinking with documentation as a support for Ji-yoo. During Ji-yoo 
and Liv’s one-on-one meetings, Ji-yoo often presented ideas from her work with children and 
received feedback and advice or direct instruction on next steps. When the two met, Ji-yoo 




exclusion. Liv offered Ji-yoo interactions representing the social-emotional, intellectual, and 
academic curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher as they thought together with 
documentation, about documenting, and pedagogical considerations. In the following field note 
excerpt, Ji-yoo is sharing children’s see, think, wonders from an observation of real nests, as they 
consider instructional and conceptual directions for the nest project. Note Liv’s attention to 
documentation opportunities and analyzing documentation:  
Ji-yoo [has a stack of children’s see, think, wonders]: “Inside the nests there was some 
egg shells and they love it and especially Trevon he picked a really small nest and then he 
said, ‘I wonder if there was another nest, a baby nest inside another nest?’ kind of like 
figuring out why it was so small [Liv: uh-huh] and then I realized they talked about how 
many birds can fit in there [Liv non-verbal interest indicated: mmMMMmmm] so those 
are the things that came up. 
Liv: “Cool, so those are some of the wonders [Ji-yoo: uh-huh] that’s exciting.”  
Liv [referencing an outdoor measuring activity]: “So is that something you want to save 
for a teacher small group time, so you really can document what they’re saying, or do you 
want to do it as a whole group?”  
Ji-yoo: “I prefer small group.” 
Liv: “Do you want to have them make the nest, this week?” 
Ji-yoo: “Not yet, I want to more navigate what they want to say, and even today’s it is 
going in a very different direction right now, because your nest has a different shape, and 
some have a feather, and some have more mud. Adriana said, ‘What’s going to happen if 




information because he was knowledgeable about what the mud was for. Adriana said, 
‘What is going to happen to the water then?’ and then he couldn’t answer.  
Liv: “That’s a great question, so one thing you might do between now and then, is to type 
up like in three columns their sees, like you make a piece of paper of what they saw all 
the sees, all the thinks, and all the wonders. Then it might be that in January when we 
come back, you see, oh look there is a theme in the sees, like the children who really saw 
the feathers or the children who really saw the shape, the children who really saw the egg 
shells and the children who really wondered about the mud and then those become your 
little study groups. Because Trevon and Adriana might work together and make a mud 
nest and put it outside and see what happens when it rains or learn more about it from a 
book or find out about other animals that use mud as a construction material.”  
Ji-yoo: “Previous conversations about nests have been about the safety and home, so I 
thought, oh that’s going to be a more philosophical concept about nests and then I 
thought that could be the next step but now it’s more like math and scientific question… 
Probably, I am going to see more children say [the same], so as you told me to lay out 
[the sees, thinks, wonders] that might be help[ful] for me to get the next step. 
Liv: “Yeah, when we think about it developmentally it makes sense that there is that 
emotional piece, right. About home and especially at the beginning of the year because 
kids are thinking about home and most of them are at some level. But developmentally it 
also makes sense that the kids are attending to what they see, the physical properties of it, 
that makes a lot of sense. This sort of symbolic or abstract meaning of it, that does go 
back to home and safety and container that we are also using, like it’s a nest, it’s cozy, 




 Ji-yoo: “Yeah and it can go hand-in-hand later on, I guess now they are really observing 
the physical, so it makes sense that they have more scientific and math questions.”  
Ji-yoo requests that Liv keeps an eye out for a nest book that brings in the theme of nests 
as a “homey, safe place.” (field notes, November 29, 2018)  
 Ji-yoo and Liv’s thinking together with documentation represented a coconstructed 
meaning-making event and a professional learning opportunity. In this excerpt, the teachers 
consider the children’s interests through a developmental lens and prioritize children’s current 
interests as they consider possible directions later in the school year. Ji-yoo demonstrated open 
mindedness as she revised where she thought the project was going based on the children’s see, 
think, wonders. The instruction provided by Liv during this excerpt built Ji-yoo’s pedagogical 
knowledge and reflective thinking, seen when Liv suggested analyzing the children’s see, think, 
wonders to thoughtfully discern children’s interests and create small inquiry groups.  
Throughout this study, Liv provided responsive and differentiated instruction to the K-1 
novice teachers. To help coteachers experience documentation as process, a key feature of 
implementing an inquiry-based emergent curriculum, Liv modeled, posed questions, offered 
possibilities, and collaborated with coteachers. Documentation as process includes noticing, 
thinking about, reviewing documentation, forming questions to be followed up on through the 
collection of more documentation, and drawing conclusions for thoughtfully directing children’s 
interests. As coteachers learned to document, they were attentive to and growing in the academic 
curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher. I saw this growth in the questions they brought Liv 
and their experiential opportunities to learn pedagogic, theoretical, and subject-matter knowledge 
and skills. Liv and Sally communicated the expectation that documentation as content collection 




The Journey Documentation Supported 
 The coteachers had different foci as they learned to use documentation as a process of 
reflective thinking. “The way,” or expectations for documentation, were set. Yet each coteacher 
engaged with documentation in specific ways that served their unique learning journeys as 
inquiry teachers. Ji-yoo focused on documentation as a qualitative data source and methodology 
as she pursued a personal significant inquiry into children’s patterns of inclusion and exclusion. 
Mae focused on documenting as a skill and as a means and content for noticing. Noticing with 
documentation built Mae’s self-awareness regarding her relationship with children and pushed 
her to reflect on her identity as a teacher. Documentation supported mostly the social-emotional 
curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher for Mae, while for Ji-yoo, social-emotional learning 
was the catalyst for her PSI. During Ji-yoo’s inquiry, the intellectual domain of becoming an 
inquiry teacher was attended to the most. Pedagogical documentation as a means of professional 
learning for these coteachers proved to be a somewhat open-ended process; each coteacher was 
able to develop a personal emergent curriculum alongside the role documentation served in the 
set curricula. 
Reflective Thinking with Documentation 
Documentation has been conceived as a method of research and inquiry process for 
teachers inside classrooms (Kocher, 2008; Quinn, 2018; Rinaldi, 2006, 2012; Rintakorpi, 2015). 
I found documentation as a process initiated reflective thinking and was used as a means of 
teacher inquiry or action research by the coteachers to varying degrees and in different ways. In 
this study, I am conceptualizing documentation as an inquiry framework for reflective thinking. 




linear process; it resembles a spiral as new information begets new ideas, pushing the inquiry 
forward.  
Documentation as a cycle of reflective thinking takes form when (a) documentation leads 
to initial suggestions or quick ideas formed (i.e., seeing); (b) considering your initial ideas (i.e., 
thinking) and forming a question (i.e., wondering); (c) reviewing the documentation, developing 
a guiding idea to design next steps (instructional or investigative) that lead to additional 
documentation; (d) reasoning with the available documentation (i.e., evInce); (e) “testing the 
hypothesis by overt or imaginative action” (Dewey, 1933, p. 107) toward a thoughtful conclusion 
for making instructional decisions and the eventual creation of documentation panels. The final 
phase does not require an overly complex investigation. For example, it could take the form of 
teachers thoughtfully provisioning what they have hypothesized as children’s interests as noticed 
through documentation.  
 In this study, Ji-yoo sought understanding with documentation about her PSI through 
overt means that mirrored ethnographic action research, and Mae sought this understanding 
through imaginative ends similar to self-study action research. The coteachers’ patterns of 
documentation provided insight into to their existing dispositional and reflective thinking habits 
and how they were strengthening their inquiry stance through documentation. 
Mae’s noticing and reflective thinking with documentation. Documentation supported 
Mae becoming an inquiry teacher through the curricular areas of social-emotional and 
intellectual learning as her self-awareness and social awareness were developing alongside her 
disposition of open mindedness. Noticing through documentation is an indicator of a teacher 
engaging their inquiry stance of open mindedness. Mae shared how documentation helped her to 




I was able to see what’kids I didn't have or who I had more for and who I didn’t have a 
lot for. So conferences . . . I just did not have a lot for Luke. . . . I had to really think 
about what I’m looking for, how I am viewing Luke, if I don’t have a lot of stuff for him. 
So, I had to take a step back and be like why am I doing that. What led me to not have as 
many things. So then in the past couple weeks I’ve been working more to try and spend 
time with him that was more positive because I felt like when I was around there was 
some conflict every day. . . . So, I needed to work on having interactions other than that. 
Other than talking about kindness and I need to catch him being kind instead of just 
unkind. (interview, November 8, 2018) 
Mae’s engagement with documentation as a tool for noticing extended to children in 
positive ways. During a formal documentation meeting, Mae was enthusiastic about a child in 
her home group, Samantha’s, “independence and spatial abilities.” When asked, Mae said she 
chose to share documentation on this child because “sometimes we just don’t talk about her 
because there’s nothing, like oh we need to solve this about Samantha, right now” (field notes, 
November 15, 2018). Mae was deliberately using documentation as a means of ensuring 
different children were being noticed. This indicated Mae’s attention to the social-emotional and 
academic curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher. Mae built her self-awareness and identity 
in terms of the type of teacher she wanted to be, a teacher aware of the attention she gave and for 
what reasons, and her pedagogical method for enacting intentional noticing through 
documentation. Mae’s engagement with documentation as a means of noticing children and the 
type of attention they received from her might have contributed to the difficulty she had using 




Mae’s PSI into her professional identity was pushed further by the stress she experienced 
in her teacher-child relationships. Documentation played a key role in her PSI by confronting her 
with the variation in her relationships. Mae used the evidence she was faced with to develop 
questions about herself (e.g., “Why do I get hit more than the other adults?” or “How am I 
viewing Luke?”). Due to the internal nature of Mae’s PSI, she did not use documentation in 
reflective thinking cycles. Mae used documentation to engage in Dewey’s (1933) first two 
phases of reflective thinking: (a) documentation leads to (seeing) initial suggestions or quick 
ideas formed, and (b) considering your initial ideas (thinking) and forming a question 
(wondering). Liv coached Mae to ask questions of the content documentation presented her, yet 
Mae never formalized a teacher inquiry using the full cycle of reflective thinking with 
documentation. Doing this might have enabled her to arrive at conclusions that would guide 
thoughtful action inside the classroom. 
Mae’s teacher research went unnamed during my active field work. It took a process of 
pulling back during data analysis, zooming in on Mae’s data, and asking myself, “Where was 
Mae’s energy?” “What was she processing over these months?” as she learned to be with 
children in an inquiry setting with the particular social-emotional needs of the K-1 class. These 
questions helped me approach Mae’s data with empathy as opposed to cynicism if the data had 
been viewed in isolated chunks. Mae’s noticing through documentation was a catalyst for her 
eternal wonderings about her identity as a teacher and the relationships she had with children. As 
she reflected, she considered the connection between her past and present experiences, self-
assessed her present behavior using the lens of her past, and again considered her past and 
present experiences to project into the future. During our last interview, Mae confided she 




have to say no. Where you’re nothing but like, I’m making you happy on this day and you’re 
going to remember this” (interview, February 15, 2019). While this could be interpreted as Mae 
doubting her career path, in context, her desire to not “say no” was part of a bigger self-study 
into her identity as a teacher and disciplinarian and why she was “hit more than other adults” 
(interview, February 15, 2019). Mae reflected on her past, present, and future: 
I started babysitting when I was in the 5th and 6th grade. . . . I was super strict. My 
babysitting style was kind of like how I was raised. My parents weren’t very like warm 
and cuddly, my dad is in the military, so he was like a yeller, so I know that I definitely 
got more away from the “No.” I’ve been able to control being angry and I’ve been so 
much more patient with kids than when I was little because it was like my dad wasn’t 
patient, so I wasn’t either. I thought like this is how I was raised and so this is how I 
should react with kids too and so it’s like [pause]. I’ve gotten, so much more patience and 
I have changed a lot since I was younger and how I dealt with kids. So of course, I was 
expecting to say “No” because that’s part of life but it’s just kind of like, I feel like I had 
to police a few kids a lot more than I want to and I’m still trying to loosen up, I don’t 
want them to view me like that. I think that’s part of the problem is that when there’s a 
group of students together, and they see me walk up, they assume that I am going to yell 
at them and even if I’m not going to, well not yell, because I really don’t yell at anybody 
but they’re already like, “We’re just,” they are on the defense. I don’t want that. 
(interview, February 15, 2019)  
The themes of identity and relating were seen across reflections Mae shared during interviews, 




Ji-yoo’s reflective thinking with documentation. Ji-yoo’s process-based documentation 
reflected the cycle of reflective thinking I suggested was possible. Conceptualized as action 
research, her documentation process took the form of an ethnographic study. I observed Ji-yoo 
using documentation to formulate a research question, and she used evidence to reconsider her 
questions and guiding ideas. After rounds of documentation collection, Ji-yoo designed next 
steps, keeping the cycle of reflection moving forward as new ideas were generated and 
documentation sought as a means of drawing thoughtful conclusions to her question.  
Ji-yoo’s PSI into children’s patterns of inclusion and exclusion began after a group of K-
1 children identified her as being from another country and told her she should go back. This 
initial experience represents Dewey’s (1933) first phase of reflective thinking, “Suggestions, in 
which the mind leaps forward to a possible solution” (p. 107). The problem initially identified 
was children’s unkindness to Ji-yoo and the exclusion she felt. The possible solution would have 
been for Ji-yoo to scold them for unkindness. That was not how it ended. Because of Ji-yoo’s 
regular practice of documenting, she had a recording of the exchange, which she transcribed and 
shared with Liv. Together, Ji-yoo and Liv identified the exchange as a teachable moment. Liv 
shared with Ji-yoo that children this age are prone to visual discrimination and can experience 
fear and discomfort with differences that, to adults, may seem racist. Ji-yoo used the K-1 
STORY protocol to talk through her character’s hurt. The transcript of Ji-yoo being excluded 
was also shared at a family meeting in an effort to discuss why children might have such a strong 
reaction to difference. Liv and Ji-yoo discussed the responsibility they felt to not shut the 
conversation down but rather open up a dialogue around fear of difference. The dialogue was 




transcript within the adult context of a national climate of exclusion, yet it was considered 
through a developmental lens.  
The teachers’ presentation of the transcript and thinking together about the 
documentation represented Dewey’s (1933) second phase of reflective thinking, “an 
intellectualization of the difficulty or perplexity that has been felt (directly experienced) into a 
problem to be solved, a question for which an answer must be sought” (p. 107). The question Ji-
yoo developed after intellectualizing the problem was, “Why do children include and exclude?” 
Ji-yoo’s primary documentation source for her inclusion and exclusion PSI was collected 
through a series of 12 question-of-the-days on the topic. This represented Dewey’s (1933) third 
phase of reflective thinking, “the use of one suggestion after another as a leading idea, or 
hypothesis, to initiate and guide observation and other operations in collection of factual 
material” (p. 107). As documentation and new ideas were considered, Ji-yoo regularly discussed 
with Liv what she was finding and consulted about how best to capture the children’s 
perspectives. In the following field note exchange, Ji-yoo and Liv formulate how to structure Ji-
yoo’s question-of-the-day to capture the documentation Ji-yoo is seeking. 
Ji-yoo asks Liv about how to elicit children’s thoughts on why someone might not want 
to play, as her question-of-the-day.  
Ji-yoo: “I will use speech bubble with one character asking to play and the other saying 
no. I want to know why the children think someone might say no to letting another play.” 
The two consider children’s writing ability since it is first term yet don’t want to give 
categories or multiple-choice answer because then children’s ideas aren’t being shared.  




Liv doesn’t give an immediate answer and then says, “You giving some categories 
doesn’t exclude children from giving their own reasons.” Ji-yoo then suggests she 
provides two reasons and then other [blank] columns.  
Liv builds, saying, “I hear what you’re saying and I think it might be interesting to have 
two columns that are open, i.e. is there another reason, or, or do you have another idea 
and then those children can answer with just a yes and can still fill in their thinking later 
by talking or with help from a teacher but that way not each child has to write a lot of 
words or some words only those that have a different idea, let’s just say it’s an 
experiment.” Liv makes the point that having two columns open “really suggests the idea 
that this is open and it’s not just you wanting them to agree with ideas you wrote down.” 
(field notes, December 4, 2018) 
The revisiting of the topic through question-of-the-days and discussions about methods for 
seeking children’s ideas represented Dewey’s (1933) fourth phase of reflective thinking, “the 
mental elaboration of the idea” (p. 107). Ji-yoo took pictures of children at play on the 
playground and wrote observational notes for several months. For her inclusion and exclusion 
PSI, she also designed an investigation into where and with whom children perceived they spent 
their time by interviewing children and using a map of the playground. 
Ji-yoo displayed her wholeheartedness for the topic of child inclusion and exclusion 
patterns through her deliberative and systematic uncovering of children’s reasonings and actions 
through the practice of documentation. Ji-yoo also displayed her intellectual responsibility as a 
teacher who considered children’s perspective important and sought practical means for children 
to share their voices. The continued documentation and investigation into inclusion and 




hypothesis by overt or imaginative action” (p. 107). Ji-yoo used documentation as an inquiry 
process that displayed her strong inquiry stance in terms of using reflective thinking and her 
dispositions of open mindedness, wholeheartedness, and intellectual responsibility. 
Documentation as a Practice 
 Teachers used documentation at the PSE to communicate the learning of individual 
children and the class as a group. In reference to the curated documentation panels for the PSE, 
Liv told coteachers, “We need to help people see the larger connections between individual 
activities and the bigger story” (field notes, January 25, 2019). Sally communicated to head 
teachers that documentation presented at the PSE was about “making sure your voice represents 
theirs [children’s]” (field notes, January 23, 2019). Documentation for these communication 
purposes were curated and included teacher interpretations. In addition to teacher-created 
documentation panels with pictures and transcripts representing children’s processes, 
documentation panels were accompanied by child-made artifacts (e.g., clay sculptures, building 
block display, yarn used to measure, study group painting of Pangea, and present-day map of 
continents).  
Coteachers identified the PSE as a reason to “visit documentation.” Preparing for the PSE 
constituted experiential learning (interview-Ji-yoo, February 15, 2018). Throughout the semester, 
Ji-yoo collected documentation on the nest project and regularly debriefed with Liv about her 
interpretations and possible instructional directions. When it came time to curate the 
documentation panel for the PSE, Ji-yoo initially held a misconception that the event was about 
product, not process, and it should be polished for the parent community. The following field 
note excerpts trace Ji-yoo’s questioning and understandings about what and how documentation 




Ji-yoo has asked a series of logistical questions about documentation for the project 
studies night.  
Liv: “Ji-yoo, you want to document sort of the story of the nest inquiry so far . . . I want 
you to know, it [child-made nests] doesn’t have to be done by that date, but it might be 
important now to think, ‘Do I want children to attempt to make a representation of a nest 
before the end of January.’ You need to start thinking now a little because these things 
sometimes take longer. But it is enough time to start to document something new or that’s 
inspired by something that’s happened. I know Ji-yoo already wrote a little bit about the 
nest project and measurement inquiry.”  
In December Liv requested coteachers write a summary of the children’s work they attended to 
first semester; these were shared via email with families when school resumed in January. 
Ji-yoo is working through how to bring the different layers of work she’s been doing with 
children together for her PSE documentation panel and says, “Maybe I am reading too much into 
the children’s color choice for representing friendship, but I have an intention [idea].” She 
connects the inclusion of friends with the exclusion of people from their nests and is wondering 
how she might be able to integrate the two.  
Ji-yoo: “Maybe there is some point I can find between the two of them so they can have 
their own concept of nest, maybe write it down how to make their own nest and then 
maybe one day, Cormac talked about the clay maker and he was into pottery making—
and I am not sure how I can follow up with that—but maybe if there are more children 
who talk about pottery maybe they can make a nest from clay or other materials later on. 




Liv: “Well that’s why it’s good to start thinking sooner because you want to have your 
own ideas, so maybe there is something about the color that could represent and we 
already started talking about that and that could get woven into the nest and the inclusion 
and exclusion. In this case you could represent your teacher inquiry into 
inclusion/exclusion in play and talk about how that’s also woven into how we talk about 
friendship or who’s included or excluded from the nest. So that all can be your own 
reflection and the children’s words and then maybe they will make a representation of a 
nest or something else. . . . So, you’re going to try and hold all those things up at once 
and see what happens as you go.” 
Ji-yoo: “I don’t have that much time because there isn’t just one project going on at a 
time. I am wondering for the exhibit at end of January should we have that artifact or is it 
enough to just have a drawing or recipe that kind of thing.” 
Liv with hesitation: “It could be enough to have the drawing or the recipe. It’s fun to see 
a couple of three-dimensional things or something off the two dimensions of the paper 
you know but what form that takes maybe it’s one thing in January and then individual 
nests in May.” 
Ji-yoo: “I just want to know, because I don’t want to make them rush to have something 
out there cause there are so many ways we can navigate together. I don’t want to lose that 
opportunity.” 
Liv: “I would say don’t rush. Also, the College of Education space does not lend itself so 
well to three dimensional representations.” (field notes, January 7, 2019) 
This field note shows how preparation for the PSE created a need for Ji-yoo to think about how 




her documentation panels and child representations. While Liv is communicating that a child-
made artifact is expected, she is careful to not give the impression that children should rush to 
complete something and is encouraging both coteachers to start thinking sooner rather than later. 
As the PSE gets closer Liv shares specific guidelines with the coteachers. In the following 
excerpt, Ji-yoo is again focusing on the display aspect of the event while considering children 
and Liv recommends a collaboration between the coteachers: 
Liv writes out parameters for documentation panels; 6-9 slides-heavy on images of 
children and says “think about the themes and how teachers are thinking and children are 
thinking.” Ji-yoo is asking about the possibility of using a projector and representing the 
real size of nest. Ji-yoo seems excited about constructing a nest. Liv offers possibilities. 
Ji-yoo is working out how to hang yarn and asks “How can I show that? How to exhibit 
the yarn?” Liv: “If you have time to go, see what’s possible in the space.” Liv tries to get 
a commitment from group to see space. Liv continues describing the documentation 
panels physically and content-wise. Liv often glances my way at moments, when she 
seems to be deciding on the need for clarity. Liv mentioned previously how difficult she 
knew it was preparing for something you’ve never seen. Liv is providing precise 
specifications. The coteachers are taking in the information and writing notes but not 
saying much. In less than two weeks they will each need to use documentation of their 
work with children from across the semester to formulate big ideas, enduring 
understandings, and essential questions. Liv then turns to Mae who has decided to focus 
on children’s building and asks “do you want to extend to outdoor spaces? Because Ji-
yoo can put together a line and connect.” Mae who has been silent, lights up at idea and 




supporting her with documentation from outside and in the creation of a representation 
with children for the PSE]. 
Liv suggests they attend to alternate constructions, not only blocks and reminds them 
“this needs to be representative, watch out for showing the whole group.” The teachers 
brainstormed an idea to create over-sized blocks from boxes and to put pictures of 
children building on each face of the blocks. JI-yoo asks: “Do we include children? So, 
children can come up with how they layout the pictures. Can we let them show how they 
want to represent?” Liv: “Yes, good way to connect to the children.” Mae and Ji-yoo 
additionally coled a whole group discussion on how the “building blocks” should be 
arranged for the PSE event. (field notes, January 25, 2019) 
The excerpt highlights how the PSE was a reason to revisit documentation as teachers needed to 
create documentation panels and discern the big ideas, enduring understandings, and essential 
questions of children’s work. It also shows the K-1 teachers following Ji-yoo’s lead as they 
decided to use documentation to reflect back to children their building work. The teachers 
consulted with the children about which pictures should be included and why on the large box 
blocks for the PSE representation.  
 After the PSE, Liv debriefed with the coteachers at the team meeting. She asked them 
about their experience. Ji-yoo reflected on her learning in relation to her previous experience as a 
teacher in Korea and identified her cultural expectations as a reason for her misconceptions about 
the PSE. 
Ji-yoo: “I had a hard time knowing what a representation should look like cause, I have a 
different cultural understanding, I guess that might be one of the reasons why. I always 




perfect, what will it look like, so that was hard to come up with. I was glad to hear that 
it’s not about children having to make something new because of that exhibition, it was to 
show what we have been doing. So, I really appreciate that and like that idea. But in 
theory there was some gap between what we have been doing and what we have to show 
for some reason, like this is a representation. So, I was navigating what does this mean 
and that was hard for me to fully understand. . . . Or should we meet some need for the 
parents to some extent, that we have to kind of like exhibit, to display ourselves. (field 
note, February 8, 2019) 
This last excerpt traced Ji-yoo’s grappling with the representation element of the PSE. She 
reflected on how her thinking evolved and tried to articulate the difficulty she experienced. Ji-
yoo’s words suggested the difficulty she felt was less about the physicality of the representation 
but rather the social-emotional piece of going public with documentation. Through Ji-yoo’s 
support of Mae, we see her competence at using documentation as a process, not just product, 
and authentically encouraged children’s participation in the creation of the building 
documentation-child artifact representation.  
I do not believe Ji-yoo’s feelings reflected a worry of not doing it right; instead, I think 
her words hint at the co-ownership she felt about the children’s work being represented in her 
teacher-made documentation panel. Ji-yoo experienced feelings of being exposed. I heard these 
feelings in her words, “We have to kind of like exhibit, to display ourselves,” while she was also 
attending to social expectations, her own and her perceived parental expectations. The coteachers 
were taught self-awareness and social awareness parts of social-emotional curriculum of 




responsibility was also displayed in her commitment to consider children’s voices and live that 
commitment out in practice. 
Mae experienced different learning opportunities than Ji-yoo, although the expectations 
for using documentation for the PSE were the same for all teachers. It was difficult for Mae to 
decide on a topic or theme to share with families, and she said her focus for the PSE “took a 
really long time to figure out” (field notes, February 8, 2019). Mae also described going through 
and pulling out evidence and themes as a retrospective process in which she had to figure out 
“What about buildings am I going to talk about?” (field notes, February 8, 2019) This suggests, 
at least for Mae, documentation for the PSE was used in a retrospective process to uncover the 
work she felt was worthy to share. 
Learning to wonder about the content of documentation and then using documentation as 
a process of reflective thinking was a challenge for Mae. The act of having to create a 
documentation panel for the PSE in a way forced Mae to enact a cycle of reflective thinking. The 
process generated new understandings about children’s work and helped Mae in becoming an 
inquiry teacher by strengthening her inquiry stance and pedagogical knowledge. In the following 
transcript, Mae detailed how her preparation for the PSE had a big impact on her learning to 
analyze documentation:  
Mae: “When we did our project night, I decided I want to do the project on building. I 
was able to put all of the pictures of them building in a big album. Then once I went 
through it I was able to see patterns I didn’t see before because before it was just like one 
building picture, surrounded by a bunch of unrelate pictures but once they were all 




have been making homes, houses, and forts and then looking at the . . . I was able to 
relate it back to the gifts from, what’s his name from the kindergarten?”  
TC: “Froebel?”  
Mae: “Yeah and then there is the different stages of block building, it was cool to see that 
oh this student is at this stage which makes sense because she’s five and this student is 
almost seven so they’re here. It was really cool to be able to pin-point to actually I’m 
seeing the stages here, it was really cool.” (interview, February 15, 2019) 
In this transcript, Mae’s enthusiasm about connecting an established developmental theory to her 
documentation of children’s building is evident. This was a critical moment in Mae’s 
development as an inquiry teacher. She showed her reflective thinking abilities when asking 
questions about the children’s work, detecting patterns in documentation, and developing 
interpretations. Mae’s preparation of the “buildings” documentation panel developed her inquiry 
stance dispositions of intellectual responsibility and open mindedness in addition to her inquiry 
teacher academic knowledge, as seen in her understanding and application of theory. This 
process benefitted her social-emotional learning through the building of her agency and social 
identity as a teacher. Mae was recognizing her growing abilities and seeking new ways of seeing 
and valuing her work with children.  
Prior to creating the documentation panel about children’s building, Mae found it 
difficult to use the content of documentation as part of a larger documentation process of 
wondering, seeking, rethinking, and drawing conclusions for thoughtful action. Liv nudged and 
held coteachers accountable for creating documentation panels yet never overtly made them feel 




Even though I think I felt, I know Mae was frustrated and I felt some parallel frustration 
like come on! I think in the end it’s just; it is what it is. It’s just that’s how long it took, 
that’s what it took, and now she has a different understanding, and she’s saying, she’s 
going to provision blocks more and differently. And, so it’ll go in fold. (interview, 
February 15, 2019) 
Mae received time and support as she learned to use documentation to see and communicate her 
own and the children’s story. Mae’s preparation of the “buildings” documentation panel 
developed her inquiry stance dispositions of intellectual responsibility and open mindedness in 
addition to her inquiry teacher academic knowledge, as seen in her knowledge and application of 
theory.  
Liv’s approach with the coteachers’ adult experiential learning and understanding 
reflected her general philosophy of teaching and learning:  
Liv: “So there is always this sort of sweet spot where you think, it could be helpful for 
the next stage of development for something to be taught or learned. Then there’s also 
just the fact that “grass doesn’t grow faster because you pull it,” you know. . . . There is 
still some factor of time and learning and-or development that goes on because it takes 
time and is a process. . . . I don’t think we get to know how much is learning and how 
much is developmental and how much of it is teaching and how much of it is learning. 
So, one thing that I love about UPS is that we have a little space to sort of leave space for 
the development – the learning and the teaching, all three and try to figure that out every 







During this study, I observed the collection of documentation artifacts, prompted and 
unprompted, by coteachers. Novice teachers met the expectation of collecting evidence of 
children’s activities, words, and thinking. Coteachers also experienced accountability for 
documentation when Liv checked in with them about documentation gathered. Liv modeled how 
to collect and use documentation for planning and communicating. Both coteachers grew in the 
social-emotional, intellectual, and academic curricular areas of becoming an inquiry teacher 
through the experiential process of documentation. Additionally, each coteacher engaged with 
documentation in a personally significant way. Regular documentation meetings using a protocol 
in which the K-1 team gathered with the intent to share artifacts, discuss interpretations, and plan 
possibilities for instruction were not observed during my 6 months of fieldwork from August to 
February.  
I observed the act of pooling documentation artifacts when it came time to share 
documentation as a communication and evaluation tool for parent-teacher conferences or project 
studies night. This may reflect an additional use for documentation, in addition to a democratic 
practice, that brought children into the pedagogical process. However, the use of artifacts 
retroactively to figure out what children already did to create a documentation panel for public 
consumption, is distinct from documentation as a process used to discern interest, drive inquiry, 
and later tell the story of a project.  
The processes and learning described through collecting materials and creating a 
documentation panel retroactively would not meet Dewey’s (1938a) expectation of an educative 
experience. This is because meaning was found retroactively as opposed to proactive noticing 




writing on progressive education and inquiry as a pedagogical method (Dewey, 1899, 1902, 
1904, 1933, 1938a). Perhaps the emergent curriculum used in K-1 influenced the novice 
teachers’ abilities to use documentation to create learning plans with more intentionality and 
continuity. This is not to say that the children’s processes and learning uncovered in an after-the-
fact process of sifting through artifacts to determine themes were not real; however, it does 





CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
This chapter summarizes the findings of the study and shares important conclusions 
drawn from the data presented in Chapters 5, 6, and 7. This chapter includes a summary of the 
study and a discussion of key findings in connection to the study’s theoretical framework and 
relevant literature. I also discuss the implications for action and suggest future research for 
teachers’ professional learning and implementation of inquiry-based practices. 
Summary of the Study 
Across educational settings and disciplines, there is an increasing expectation that 
teachers in high-quality classrooms prioritize the creation of safe and inclusive environments 
built on relational trust, social-emotional development as part of the core curriculum, and 
student-centered instruction that is relevant while building conceptual understandings and 
metacognitive abilities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Hamre et al., 2013; ISBE, 2017a, 2017b; 
NGSS Lead States, 2013; National Research Council, 2012; P21, 2016). Inquiry-based learning 
has been identified as a means for providing the participatory and holistic education to which 
students are entitled. Experts agree that high-quality teacher-child interactions are not the norm. 
Through this study, I provide a more in-depth understanding of the content and ways novice 
teachers learn to cultivate an inquiry classroom and begin their journey as inquiry teachers. 
Dewey (1902, 1904, 1916, 1933, 1938a) identified educational, professional, and social aims 
long ago and offered suggestions by way of inquiry-based educative experiences similar to the 
education solutions being called on today to achieve 21st-century skills. These 21st-century 




development (Chu et al., 2017; Partnership for 21st-Century Learning, 2016). In this study, I 
aimed to illuminate how novice teachers learn to implement elements of inquiry-based learning. 
Research Purpose 
Inquiry learning and the democratic aims of Dewey’s (1916) progressive education are 
not new in terms of educational philosophy or the pedagogical means needed to accomplish this 
type of instruction. Yet, teacher-centered banking methods of instruction prevail despite policy, 
research, and ethicists calling for something better for learners (Freire, 1970). Investigations over 
the last 100 years have sought to find out why the education called for by Dewey (1902) has 
remained elusive. The simple answer from a curriculum and instruction perspective is that 
inquiry learning and the democratic classroom environment needed to support inquiry is hard to 
enact. The core curriculum of social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning needed to 
create an inquiry classroom needs to be analyzed and synthesized into a workable and integrated 
whole.  
This exploratory case study sought to learn more about pragmatic approaches to 
supporting teachers’ introduction to inquiry-based practices by learning from lived experience. I 
investigated the curriculum experienced and values communicated to three novice teachers as 
they learned to implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum for the first time. The 
relationship between these novice teachers’ inquiry stances and their practice of documentation 
was examined. In this study, I brought the philosophical and theoretical aspects of progressive 
education into conversation with the practice-based elements of learning to implement inquiry-
based learning. Studying the personal learning stories of novice teachers becoming inquiry 
teachers, as seen through the curricular areas of social-emotional learning, intellectual, and 




teachers. Knowing more about the process teachers go through as they learn to implement 
inquiry practices will provide greater insight and knowledge for teacher educators and school 
leaders to draw from as they instruct and support teachers new to inquiry teaching. 
Review of Methodology  
I used a qualitative case study methodology to look closely at the phenomena of learning 
to implement an inquiry-based emergent curriculum. Three novice teachers were learning an 
inquiry-based curriculum as it was happening across a prolonged period. I conducted a thorough 
review of the literature to familiarize myself with up-to-date indicators of quality education and 
gain a broader view of what is meant by high quality with regard to early childhood education. A 
review of the literature on inquiry-based instruction and documentation provided a foundation 
for conceptualizing these practices and developing questions about how teachers enact them. 
Dewey’s (1904, 1933, 1938a) writings on teacher growth, inquiry, and progressive education 
formed the theoretical framework of this study. I strove to use an inductive process for 
understanding the phenomena, while my theoretical commitments undeniably shaped this study 
from inception to inscription.  
I collected data from August 2018 to February 2019 and included observations, 
interviews, and artifacts. My analysis followed Stake (1995) and Yin’s (2018) recommendations 
for developing analytic memos, conducting a close reading of all data, following with open 
coding, and then using a focused coding approach with grounded codes and a priori codes. 
Dewey’s (1938) insistence on the necessity of knowledge and skills being learned through 
educative experiences helped focus my examination of learning to be an inquiry teacher on 
critical moments the novice teachers encountered as they implemented inquiry methods of 




teachers and gave way to personally significant inquiries and learning. I also considered the set 
of knowledge and skills, or have-to-know curriculum, put forth by the mentor teacher and 
identified in the literature (e.g., the ability to enact the steps in the inquiry cycle, the ability to ask 
open-ended questions). In keeping with Dewey and the nature of the inquiry, I conducted an 
analysis of the emergent curriculum. I identified specific curricular elements to which individual 
novice teachers attended. I established themes from the coded data with triangulation completed 
between data types and within data types across time. This analysis brought into focus moments 
of convergence and divergence within themes and helped to illuminate a fuller picture of each 
novice teacher’s experience. I completed member checks with participant informants throughout 
fieldwork and during the writing up of the study’s findings. Additionally, a critical friend read 
chapters as a countermeasure for inherent researcher bias. Through this research, I uncover 
novice teacher’s particular learning journeys and consider each’s embedded case with regard to 
the larger K-1 inquiry class case as they implemented an inquiry-based emergent curriculum. 
Major Findings 
 The core curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher, experienced by the three novice 
teachers, included social-emotional learning, intellectual, and academic learning. I put forth in 
this study three curricular areas that represent the set curriculum the K-1 head teacher prioritized 
and each novice teacher engaged with to different degrees. The novice teachers’ differentiated 
engagement with the core curriculum was a personalized emergent curriculum that supported and 
reflected their idiosyncratic journeys of becoming an inquiry teacher. I found, inside the K-1 
inquiry classroom, the core social-emotional and intellectual curriculum was similar at the level 
of the children and novice teachers, while the instruction experienced was more directive for the 




between children and novice teachers. Children and novice teachers alike were provided with 
large structures, seen in pacing and behavioral expectations, that offered opportunities for social 
identities, agency, personal significant inquiries, and timely academic learning to occur within. 
Inquiry-based and experiential learning were part of both children’s and nov’ce teachers' learning 
experiences.  
The experiential learning and expectations around documentation supported coteachers in 
their becoming inquiry teachers. These were seen in daily and larger schoolwide events. Through 
the practice of documentation, coteachers built the understandings, knowledge, and skills 
required of being an inquiry teacher, seen in their use of documentation, as part of the 
instructional cycle and as a means of teacher action research.  
Findings  
This section discusses the findings in response to the three research questions: 
1. How do messages novice teachers receive communicate what was valued inside the 
K-1 inquiry classroom? 
2. How do these novice teachers’ become inquiry teachers and show and develop 
dispositions and habits of reflective thinking as they implement an inquiry-based 
emergent curriculum? 
3. How do these novice teachers use their practice of documentation to see, think, 
wonder, investigate, and act? 
The Curriculum Valued Inside K-1  
Both children and novice teachers experienced a core curriculum of social-emotional, 
intellectual, and academic learning. To discern what the novice teachers were expected to do to 




and implicitly communicated (mostly those by Liv) about how things were done and what was 
valued at JSC and inside K-1. Through schoolwide staff meetings, team meetings, emails, 
modeling, and personal communication with Liv, the values inside the K-1 classroom were 
communicated to novice teachers. The values included a rights-based view of educational 
participation via the provisioning and shepherding of child inquiry and a process over product 
approach that placed social-emotional learning at the center. The core curricular areas taught 
were social-emotional, intellectual, and academic. Liv consistently drew the novice teachers’ 
attention to social-emotional and intellectual curricular aims, while the academic curriculum was 
attended to as content through which the other aims were sought.  
Through meaningful and experiential inquiry projects, the emphasis on children’s social-
emotional and intellectual development reflected a social constructivist learning theory. Social 
constructivism has been a leading theory in education for the past 40 years with roots that reach 
back to Dewey (1916), Piaget and Inhelder (2000), and Vygotsky (1978; Chu et al., 2017; John-
Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Moll, 2004). Social constructivist approaches, like inquiry-based 
learning, highlight the importance that socially mediated and experiential learning engagements 
have on the creation of new meanings and ways of thinking (Behrenbruch, 2012).  
Intellectual. Liv told coteachers very early on that K-1 was a place where knowing was 
fluid and that the pursuit of knowing and constructing new ways of knowing was valued. Novice 
teachers were encouraged to help the children become comfortable with not knowing, as 
children’s dispositions of open mindedness and wholehearted inquiry were built (Dewey, 1933). 
The focus in K-1 on building children’s dispositional readiness for inquiry was similar to 
recommendations from Project Approach authors Katz and Chard (2000). Inside K-1, inquiry-




al., 2017). Inquiry-based learning that uses extensive scaffolding along with student-generated 
questions or design plans has a strong research base showing its effectiveness for in-depth and 
transferable learning (Bell, 2010; Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 2007; Vartuli et al., 2014).  
 Social and emotional learning. Social-emotional learning that reflects CASEL’s core 
competencies of (a) self-awareness, (b) self-management, (c) social awareness, (d) relationship 
Ills, and (e) responsible decision-making are at the center of social constructivist approaches like 
progressive education, the Reggio Emilia approach, and inquiry-based classrooms (CASEL, n.d.; 
Manning et al., 2009). The novice teachers acknowledged the need for and the importance of the 
social-emotional curriculum they were learning to enact, which required them to adjust their 
expectations for accomplishing academic learning. Ji-yoo and Mae realized without social-
emotional well-being, nothing else could be accomplished. The focus on social-emotional 
learning inside K-1 was amplified as several children required daily intervention and support to 
use pro-social behaviors. As discussed in Chapter 5 and by Dewey (1938a), “It is true at present 
that progressive schools are likely often to have more than their fair share of these cases [anti-
social attitude], since parents may send children to such schools as a last resort” (p. 57). The 
novice teachers were directed to notice moments of harmony and to reflect those to children. 
Used in response to misbehavior, the STORY protocol was meant to teach, not punish, and the 
children became a classroom community through activities like morning meeting (Charney, 
2002).  
Intellectual and Social-Emotional. Dewey’s (1938a) advice on the issue of discipline or 
social-emotional learning was to “arrange in advance for the kind of work which will create 
situations that of themselves tend to exercise control” (p. 57). Liv highlighted her reasoning to 




intellectual interests, as in the case of Cormac and Samantha referenced in Chapter 5. Liv drew 
the novice teachers’ attention to helping the K-1 class become a group by noticing how and when 
children chose to join and had shared intellectual pursuits (i.e., inquiries). Inside inquiry 
classrooms fueled by democratic participation, a primary aim is for children to gain the power of 
self-discipline (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Dewey, 1938a; Manning et al., 2009). 
Intellectually engaging and collaborative instructional opportunities that build children’s self-
awareness and social awareness, in addition to other core competencies of social-emotional 
learning can build the power of self-control (Dewey, 1938a; CASEL, n.d.). 
Scholars have established the relationship between the reduction of hierarchies in 
teacher-child interactions and increased use of inquiry-based instructional elements that are 
correlated to quality teacher-child instructional interactions (Behrenbruch, 2012; Cordoba & 
Sanders-Smith, 2018; Morais, 2004; Pianta et al., 2004; Vartuli et al., 2014). Balancing the 
hierarchy between teachers and children was something that challenged each novice teacher. The 
novice teachers received explicit instruction on considering and negotiating the hierarchical 
balance without compromising adult authority in instances of discipline, setting intentions, 
following through, and ensuring that children’s inquiry questions were prioritized more often 
than adults’ preplanned direction for project work.  
I observed educational practices aligning with descriptions of inquiry-based learning 
being enacted by the novice teachers independently and at the direction of the head teacher 
inside the K-1 classroom (e.g., assisting children with surveys, noticing interests and 
provisioning). Steeped in constructivist learning theory, learners in this inquiry-based classroom 
collaboratively investigated issues they found relevant as they acquired social-emotional, 




communicating findings (M. G. Brooks & Brooks, 1999). I observed K-1 teachers integrating 
different subject matter within inquiry activities and across inquiry projects, which aligns with 
practices described in the literature (Kokotsaki et al., 2016; Krough & Morehouse, 2014). 
Content learning was not prioritized to the same degree as social-emotional and intellectual 
learning. On the whole, the K-1 class enacted many features of high-quality ECE as described in 
the literature by focusing on creating a safe environment where the curricular focus was on 
social-emotional and intellectual learning.  
Becoming an Inquiry Teacher 
The findings presented about the learning these novice teachers experienced as they 
implemented an inquiry-based emergent curriculum are not representative of all the 
understandings, knowledge, and skills needed to be an inquiry teacher. However, these findings 
do represent a core or initial set of teacher learnings that supported these novice teachers on their 
journey to becoming inquiry teachers. Overall, the pedagogical approaches Liv used with 
children were consistent with her approach to mentoring the novice teachers as they learned to 
implement inquiry methods of instruction. Novice teachers cultivated intellectual and academic 
knowledge, skills, and understandings through experiential opportunities inside the classroom 
and during meetings with Liv. Liv used dialogic teaching techniques to encourage novice 
teachers to develop their reflective thinking and ownership over classroom activities. The social-
emotional and intellectual curriculum was similar at the level of the adults and children. 
However, the novice teachers experienced more structured pacing concerning the rate they were 
expected to implement inquiry teaching practices they learned (e.g., developing open-ended 
questions for question-of-the-day, using documentation as formative assessment in parent-




emotional awareness, intellectual growth, and academic understanding, knowledge, and skill 
development acquired through experiential opportunities. Examples included: 
• Social and emotional: teacher acknowledged their social identity as a member of the 
class group (authority and guide) and other groups; recognized their identities can be 
shared through stories much like we encourage children 
• Academic knowledge and skills: pedagogic methods, knowledge, and skills like 
dialogic discussion techniques, thinking routines, discipline as teaching, collecting 
documentation, analyzing, and looping back into the instructional cycle; subject-
matter expertise to recognize instructional opportunities; philosophy and theoretical 
knowledge and skill in applying to novel situations 
• Intellectual: inquiry stance strengthened through dispositional cultivation of open 
mindedness, wholehearted wondering, and intellectual responsibility and the habit of 
reflective thinking being built 
Social-emotional. Novice teachers had opportunities to develop their self-awareness and 
social awareness in terms of their social identities and agency as group members inside the K-1 
classroom. This extended to their ethnic, religious, and professional identities and personal 
experiences as they navigated and strengthened their identities and social awareness through 
their work with children. Ji-yoo and Linda were both confronted with raw emotions related to 
their social identities during this study. At JSC, they were supported in strengthening their self-
awareness, and ultimately, they were able to share their cultural and ethnic selves with the K-1 
children to teach social awareness. Ji-yoo and Linda experienced and managed intense emotions 




Identity as a theme in the professional learning of these novice teachers took shape in 
their recognition of themselves as individuals and as members of the classroom community. In 
addition, Liv encouraged diversity in the classroom, saying to the novice teachers, “Parts of our 
identity that can be shared, promotes diversity and by modeling, we can let families know all are 
welcome” (field notes, November 8, 2018) The knowledge that they were members of the group 
with unique identities allowed novice teachers to use their self-awareness and social identities to 
relate to children in an effort to build a more just and socially aware classroom community.  
Elements of social-emotional learning (SEL) were found in each of the novice teachers’ 
personal significant inquiries, suggesting SEL was central to the novice teachers’ learning 
journeys. The novice teachers worked through personal and professional identities in tandem as 
they learned that the role of an inquiry teacher included them setting intentions for their own and 
children’s work while balancing their noticing of children’s interests and directing learning 
accordingly. Agency and professional identity have both been linked to professional learning and 
higher-quality teacher-child interactions (Dobson & Stephenson, 2018; Given et al., 2010; 
Vähäsantanen et al., 2017). Furthermore, learning to be socially and emotionally connected to 
the children supported the larger democratic and educative aims of the K-1 classroom. 
Academic: Subject matter and pedagogical knowledge. Tension arose between Mae 
and Liv when Mae attempted to draw on her prior experiences and professional training in terms 
of subject matter, pedagogic methods, knowledge, and skills. Mae found the literacy practices 
within K-1, particularly with regard to assessment, difficult to integrate into her prior knowledge 
and skill base. Fresh out of her teacher education program, Mae was trained to administer 
diagnostic assessments and use that information to plan the systematic instruction of literacy. Liv 




for assessing children’s literacy competencies and developing instruction as opposed to using 
mainstream diagnostic tools. Liv, the keeper of intellectual responsibility in K-1 in terms of 
aligning philosophy with practice, refused and dismissed Mae’s professional knowledge on the 
grounds of a philosophical difference between the two. The division between the two teachers 
had a clear influence on Mae’s agency, as she subtly withdrew and eventually dropped her 
wholehearted pursuit of literacy after expressing concern for months.  
 It is noteworthy that in my observations of the K-1 classroom, all teachers demonstrated a 
limited capacity to recognize additional needs in language and literacy. Children with learning 
differences were seldom, if ever, referred for services to support those needs. The principles of 
practice advocated by the science of learning and development identifies four key practices for 
providing a holistic, high-quality education: (a) a system of supports (e.g., addressing learning 
barriers), (b) a supportive environment, (c) productive instructional strategies, and (d) social-
emotional learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019). The latter three were observable and 
intentionally considered inside the K-1 classroom, while a system of support with regard to 
academic learning differences was all but disregarded. All of this suggests Mae’s voiced 
concerns were justified though unheard.  
The lack of regular and systematic diagnostic testing and progress monitoring done at 
JSC resulted in novice teachers being uninformed about children’s reading levels and potential 
learning differences. Additionally, informal literacy assessment data via documentation was not 
collected by all teachers as their skill level varied. When literacy-focused documentation was 
collected and presented, it was still unclear to teachers and families if children who did not use 
written language were experiencing difficulties learning to read and write or simply preferred to 




and her concern that Hunter (aged 6.5) could not recognize a letter when asked its name and 
sound. Perhaps Liv’s reluctance to have Mae use the DRA had more to do with how assessment 
has been used by the accountability movement and instrumentalized as a marker of quality 
education. In any case, Mae articulated on several occasions that she did not know another way, 
and Liv failed to meet the novice teacher where she was and build from there. The professional 
tension resulted in children not receiving the literacy instruction that either teacher hoped to 
provide and were responsible for ensuring. In this instance, the intellectual responsibility Liv 
used as a guiding compass for providing philosophically and developmentally aligned instruction 
in K-1 presented itself as an ideological stance that hindered her ability to consider a different 
way of knowing and doing.  
Reggio Emilia’s theory of a hundred languages urges educators to notice and develop a 
greater range of communicative and thinking devices (e.g., visual arts, nonverbal body language) 
than commonly attended to inside schools. In my personal and professional work with Reggio 
Emilia educators, I have not come across an instance where they approach the language of 
literacy as nonessential. While I was visiting a preschool in Reggio Emilia, Carla Rinaldi was at 
the school with our group and remarked that visitors seemed overly concerned about the 
language of literacy. She hoped she and her colleagues would broaden visitors’ perspectives on 
the diversity of communicative forms as opposed to dismissing the centrality of literacy. She 
went on to point out that instead of alphabet charts hung on walls in Reggio schools, educators 




mark-making tools and personal mailboxes to teach the language of literacy in classrooms.1 
When visiting the primary school in Reggio Emilia serving children aged 6-11, I was 
immediately struck by the prominence of the languages of literacy and mathematics throughout 
the school. Personal alphabet charts and dictionaries share space with the languages of sculpture 
and drawing. Languages are not zero-sum means of expression; instead, they are seen as thinking 
processes, each providing valuable and varied ways of understanding and being understood. 
Knowledge of Reggio Emilia’s theory of a hundred languages and its enactment supported me in 
recognizing the intent behind the privileging of languages other than literacy by Liv in the K-1 
class. However, novice teachers may have received a different message about the importance of 
literacy and instructional methods.  
Dewey’s strong commitment to subject-matter learning and the centrality of the language 
of literacy as lived out in the primary school in Reggio Emilia combine to form a critical lens 
through which to view literacy practices inside K-1. The lack of systematized formal and 
informal evaluation and progress monitoring of children’s literacy left the novice teachers to 
guess and use momentary noticing to make instructional choices. The approach to literacy in K-1 
may have been effective for Liv, an experienced teacher and someone not as focused on 
academics, but for Linda and Mae, it was not. I contend that diagnostic testing and explicit 
instruction for children identified through informal assessments (e.g., documentation) should be 
a part of every inquiry classroom’s system of supports and response to intervention. Liv made it 
clear to novice teachers that inside the K-1 classroom, not all instructional directions will come 
 
 
1 It should be noted that difference in written language greatly impact literacy instruction. English, with rules for 
grammar and pronunciation that show influences from multiple language families, is more difficult for children to 
learn to read and write than a language like Italian. Rules are not always predicable in English, whereas written 




from children, and she pushed teachers to bring their intentions and be explicit when needed. 
However, regarding the language of literacy and children with potential learning differences, 
more intention and explicitness was needed.  
Novice teachers were taught to guide inquiry projects using the principle of continuity. 
This principle is conceptually similar to a spiral approach to learning, in which aspects of the 
curriculum are connected to one another within subjects and across time seeking depth of 
understanding (Bruner, 1998; Dewey, 1938a). Continuity was ensured when documentation was 
used proactively in the instructional cycle, as seen in the nest project. As well, continuity was 
uncovered retroactively, as themes were identified through documentation in preparation for the 
project studies event, as seen with the building project and, to a lesser degree, the nest and map 
projects. As the novice teachers planned with Liv and led learning engagements with children, 
they learned to draw on their theoretical and subject matter knowledge and build pedagogical 
knowledge and skills, which represent the academic learning of becoming an inquiry teacher.  
The emergent curriculum. The emergent curriculum was perhaps the most significant 
learning to particular novice teachers’ journeys. The emergent curriculum of becoming an 
inquiry teacher related to individuals’ prior experiences and reflected the learning most relevant 
to their interests and present inquiry stance in the world. In this study, novice teachers each chose 
foci within the curricular areas of social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning that made 
the most sense for their development in the moment. This does not mean the areas not initially 
focused on were less important, only that within the set curriculum of becoming an inquiry 
teacher, there was some flexibility in terms of what gets learned when. For instance, both 
coteachers needed to become more skilled at collecting documentation and teaching at the same 




documentation as a process. For Ji-yoo, it was important to think with the documentation she 
was able to collect, although she collected less than Mae. The experience of creating a 
documentation panel for the project studies event helped both Mae and Ji-yoo recognize their 
strengths and next steps. By February, both coteachers were coming to a place where they 
recognized the need to begin attending to the facets of documentation they had given less 
attention. Teacher self-assessment is important as individuals recognize areas they have put more 
effort into developing and areas that need to be visited and revisited for depth of understanding. 
The interview process and the debrief the team had after the project studies event gave them an 
opportunity to reflect and self-assess. The emergent curriculum teachers created from meaningful 
parts of the set curriculum can help teacher educators consider differentiated instructional paths 
and develop learning plans based on curricular elements already attended to. A key consideration 
is that desired aims are transparent with some formalized expectations, as you cannot move 
intentionally if where you want to go has not been contemplated. 
Documentation 
Previous studies have described the practice of documentation, its procedures, and 
processes, and dispositions of teachers who have an established documentation practice 
(Felstiner et al., 2006; Given et al., 2010; Kang, 2013; Merewether, 2018; Rintakorpi & 
Reunamo, 2017). Documentation has been studied as a formative assessment, professional 
development, and family engagement tool (Kocher, 2008; Krechevsky et al., 2013; Kroll & 
Meier, 2018; MacDonald, 2007; Rinaldi, 2004). In this study, I used a Deweyan lens to 
investigate the link between novice teachers’ inquiry stances (i.e., dispositions for inquiry and 




showed a link between all of the identified core curricular areas of becoming an inquiry teacher 
experienced by novice teachers and their practice of documentation. 
Documentation supported teacher growth in social-emotional, intellectual, and academic 
curricular areas identified as the substance of the novices’ learning to be inquiry teachers. 
Examples included: 
• By learning to balance collecting and active teaching and using documentation for 
assessment, planning and relaunching projects, coteachers built their inquiry teacher 
academic knowledge and skill in the area of pedagogical methods for inquiry 
instruction. For example, Ji-yoo used documentation from a nest measuring activity 
to plan a large group discussion about children’s findings and develop the next step 
for the children’s nest project (see Appendix C).  
• The process of analyzing and presenting interpretations based on documentation for 
the project studies event built coteachers’ intellectual reflective thinking abilities and 
dispositions of intellectual responsibility. For example, Mae’s ability to connect 
developmental theory to the empirical evidence her documentation provided was a 
marker of her new academic knowledge being put to use in an open-minded and 
intellectually responsible manner.  
• The use of documentation to conduct teacher research about children’s inclusion and 
exclusion habits in play undertaken by Ji-yoo served her becoming an inquiry teacher 





• Documentation as a tool for noticing children’s and teacher’s patterns supported 
Mae’s social-emotional and intellectual dispositions as she was confronted with the 
reality that she was not connecting with particular children.  
• The intellectual curriculum documentation cultivated included the dispositions of 
open mindedness and wholeheartedness as Mae returned to the topic of her 
relationship to and noticing of children. 
Documentation is a primary means by which the Reggio Emilia approach enacts its 
pedagogy of listening through which teachers look closely at children’s interactions and learning 
processes (Buldu, 2009; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; Rinaldi, 2012). Dewey (1904, 1938a) 
charged that the role of a teacher is to notice interest and direct it through educative experiences; 
documentation seems to be a fitting means. Mae’s pattern of noticing and acting and her focus on 
collecting documentation created barriers for her use of documentation as a process of analysis 
and synthesis. Once the task of collecting and the ability to act was removed, Mae could 
experience documentation as a process, as seen through her use of documentation for the project 
studies event.  
While both coteachers needed to learn the skill of collecting documentation, focusing on 
documentation as an intellectual process was linked to its use in the instructional cycle and as a 
research methodology and communication tool. Ji-yoo suggested and used documentation as a 
means of formative assessment to learn more about children’s writing habits. This was a marker 
of her growing intellectual responsibility and pedagogic knowledge and skill as she connected 
theory to practice. The finding that formative assessment via documentation was identified as a 
legitimate form of assessment and used to plan instruction inside the K-1 inquiry classroom is 




literature on pedagogical documentation strongly supports its use as a formative assessment 
inside inquiry classrooms (Buldu, 2009; Rinaldi, 2004; Rintakorpi & Reunamo, 2017). 
Formative assessment is distinct from diagnostic testing; each has a place inside inquiry-based 
classrooms. 
Physical documentation captured and created by teachers included observational notes, 
photographs, transcribed conversations, audio and video recordings, children’s work, and teacher 
interpretations. Teachers capture and bring forth documentation they find worthy of analysis by 
the group, whether that group is teacher-to-teacher, teacher-to-children, or teacher-to-families 
(Malaguzzi, 1994). When documentation artifacts were shared in this study, teachers stated why 
specific students or the content of the documentation was of interest to them. Their sharing 
showed the different foci teachers had for documentation, such as making sure students were 
noticed, to plan the next steps, and to highlight social-emotional growth.  
Unfortunately, documentation artifacts were not viewed and interpreted together 
regularly. This meant that documentation as a collective process for understanding and planning 
was not used as a professional learning opportunity as championed in the literature (Given et al., 
2010; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; Kroll, 2018; Peaslee et al., 2007; Project Zero, 2003). The lack 
of collective processing was acknowledged as a missed opportunity by Liv for supporting Mae’s 
use of documentation in particular. The act of preparing documentation panels and the forced 
reviewing of documentation for the project studies event did encourage engagement with 
documentation and required all the teachers to analyze and make interpretations from their 
collections of documentation. This finding is consistent with literature that suggests the public 
nature of documentation panels adds a layer of social and professional accountability to the 




Inquiry stance and documentation. Dewey (1904) declared teachers who endeavor to 
guide educative inquiry experiences inside classrooms must have more than knowledge and 
skills; Dewey highlighted the need for a strong inquiry stance. In this study, I examined teachers’ 
existing and growing inquiry stances as they learned to implement an inquiry-based emergent 
curriculum and practice documentation. When used as a teacher research process, pedagogical 
documentation can be a significant method for gaining insight into children’s processes and 
interactions inside classrooms (Krechevsky et al., 2013). The following section highlights the 
coteachers’ inquiry stance concerning their practice of documentation and its use as teacher 
action research into personal significant inquiries. 
In this study, documentation patterns took two distinct forms: (a) seeing, thinking, and 
acting; and (b) seeing, thinking, questioning, more seeing (e.g., investigating), and conclusions 
being drawn. Previous studies have considered teachers’ dispositions to document and have 
conceptualized the practice as teacher research (Kocher, 2008; Oken-Wright, 2001; Rinaldi, 
2006). Yet previous research has not focused on teachers’ patterns of reflective thinking and 
dispositions seen in documentation use, nor have connections been drawn to individual inquiry 
teacher learning journeys.  
Mae’s inquiry stance as seen through documentation. Mae developed a habit of 
noticing with documentation and acting on her initial thoughts. Her ability to provide for 
children’s interests, as seen in her bringing boxes from home and adding to children’s building 
play, is an example of noticing and acting. Mae’s pattern of noticing and acting was also seen in 
her reaction to documentation evidence, resulting in hasty attempts to fix her relationships with 
children. Her steps to have positive interactions immediately was a natural and appropriate 




possibility for thoughtful action was, as Dewey warned, cut short. However, Mae was showing 
what Dewey called a disposition toward open mindedness through her consideration of new 
information. During a team meeting early in the school year, Liv said, “Mae, part of what I hear 
you saying is that you’re reflecting on what children are doing and saying” (field notes, August 
31, 2018). Mae’s strength in noticing along with her desire to do something with the suggestions 
(i.e., initial ideas) documentation offered her pointed to possibilities in which reflective thinking 
could have been engaged. Mae reflected on her prior experiences and revisited the theme of 
relating to children, as seen in her forming questions, “Why do I get hit more than the other 
adults?” or “How am I viewing Luke?” Yet, guiding ideas were never developed and tested 
through the process of documentation (interview, November 8, 2018; February 15, 2019).  
Mae’s use of documentation as a means of noticing and acting mirrors the difficulty she 
experienced using documentation as a source of information and process for designing 
instruction. While Mae showed similar patterns between her underutilization of documentation 
as a process for planning and teacher inquiry, there were different reasons in each case that made 
the process difficult for her. In the case of documentation as part of the instructional cycle, Mae’s 
attention to developing the skill of collection and making sure she had documentation for all of 
her home group perhaps diverted her attention away from the analytical uses of documentation 
for planning future instruction. Mae was not presented with multiple opportunities to engage 
with documentation as a process within a shared group activity. Mae grew through the creation 
of the documentation panel for the project studies event and retroactively pieced together the 
continuity in children’s building activities. Across the semester, Mae showed growth in her 
recognition and ability to use documentation for the intentional directing of children’s interests 




My hypothesis for why documentation did not function as a full cycle of reflective 
thinking for Mae’s PSI is Mae was engaged in an internalized inquiry about her identity as a 
teacher. Mae’s pattern of engaging with documentation as a noticing and acting habit is not 
considered an inquiry-based use of documentation. Yet, when paired with her internalized 
questions about her identity as a teacher and relationships with children, and when her behavior 
is considered across data sets, I suggest Mae was engaged in an unnamed and informal self-
study.  
Mae’s personally significant inquiry was focused on her identity as a teacher and her 
relationship with children including the relationship she desired versus the one she was living. 
Mae’s self-study was not formal, with rounds of written reflections; nonetheless, a process of 
deep reflection was present as she noticed and questioned the patterns of interaction with which 
documentation presented her. Mae’s informal self-study was personal and professional as she 
drew from her upbringing and past experiences with children to make sense of her present 
experience as a teacher in the K-1 classroom. As in any action research, the political element is 
the desire to understand or disrupt an established system (Noffke, 2009). In Mae’s case, the 
established system was authoritarian relationships, such as the one she experienced growing up 
and enacted as a babysitter. Mae’s seeking to notice and balance the “policing” she felt the 
children were experiencing from her with the need to say “no” and be an authority in the 
classroom reflected her growing understanding of the democratic nature of inquiry classrooms 
and a recognition of her role as an inquiry teacher (interview, February 15, 2019).  
Ji-yoo’s inquiry stance as seen through documentation. In Ji-yoo’s teacher research, her 
professional identities as teacher and researcher intersected with her personal identity as a 




channeled it into learning more about the children’s practices of inclusion and exclusion inside 
K-1. Additionally, Ji-yoo met her professional responsibilities as she acknowledged, “I am a 
teacher and this is a teachable moment” (field notes, September 27, 2018). Ji-yoo’s research was 
larger than a personal social-emotional inquiry. As a political dimension, the inclusion and 
exclusion inquiry grew from an acknowledgment of the greater need to help children develop 
social awareness in a “current climate of xenophobia and intolerance” in which the teachers were 
wondering “how to straddle the child and adult world?” (field notes-Liv, September 27, 2018). 
Ji-yoo’s PSI was a named inquiry by the teachers that I identify as an ethnographic action 
research study based on her research methods and pursuit of deeper understanding into children’s 
inclusion and exclusion patterns.  
Teacher research. Kocher’s (2008) research on documentation as a teacher research 
process inside Ann Pelo’s (progressive educator, activist, consultant, and author) classroom 
made the case for documentation as phenomenological research. Documentation is 
phenomenologically oriented as teachers uncover the interests and meanings of the lived 
experiences of children in their class, as observed inside K-1. Yet, I observed teachers at JSC 
actively viewing documentation through conceptual lenses (e.g., developmental psychology-
learning theory, subject matter) as part of their professional responsibilities. The teachers were 
able to interpret and direct children’s thinking and interests (field notes, September 27, 2018; 
field notes, November 15, 2018; artifacts-documentation panels). I view the activating of the 
teacher conceptual lens as running counter to the active bracketing of conceptual lenses 
phenomenological researchers have endeavored to enact (van Manen, 1991).  
Dewey (1904) identified the teacher conceptual lenses of psychological and subject 




could experience growth in their professional learning beyond teacher training would have these 
knowledge bases to draw upon as guides when quick empirical ends became tempting (e.g., 
phase one of reflective thinking without later phases). Dewey (1933) thought teachers’ 
conceptual lenses would lead them to ask questions of their empirical noticing and inquire into 
their own and children’s experiences. Dewey’s (1904) third condition for qualifying as a teacher, 
the teacher’s ability to use reflective thinking to experience inquiry for themselves, enabled the 
teacher to take seriously, notice, and direct the intellectual lives of children. Therefore, 
documentation is not phenomenological research. Documentation is a means and a process 
teachers use for capturing evidence of the empirical (i.e., lived experiences) and inquiring “about 
the children” (field notes, November 29, 2018) and with children. If documentation is going to 
be conceptualized as classroom-based research, then action research is a better fit 
methodologically.  
In Ji-yoo and Mae’s teacher research, mediated by documentation, we see Noffke’s 
(2009) assertion of the professional, personal, and political nature of action research. My 
exploration of the coteachers’ uses of documentation as linked to action research is an insight 
into the social-emotional and intellectual curriculum engendered through the coteachers’ 
different engagement patterns. Ji-yoo and Mae’s engagement with documentation led to different 
forms of teacher inquiry that were equally important for their individual inquiry-teacher 
journeys. 
Implications 
 The findings of this study imply that teachers learning to implement inquiry-based 




knowledge, skills, and understandings. Supports for learning to implement inquiry-based 
instruction included the coteaching model and the practice of documentation.  
 
Core Curriculum of Becoming an Inquiry Teacher 
The novice teachers in this study each developed social-emotionally, intellectually, and 
academically in ways that supported their practice as inquiry teachers. I found the curricular 
goals for the novice teachers inside the K-1 classroom mirrored larger educational aims of 
progressive education. As in this kind of mentoring of new teachers, teacher education has a 
responsibility to prepare teachers who can implement research-based principles of practice such 
as those put forth by the science of learning and development and researchers in the field of 
inquiry-based learning (Chu, 2018; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019). To accomplish the goal of 
preparing teachers to implement inquiry-based learning, teacher education should do more to 
teach pedagogical methods and educational theory regarding the academic curriculum of 
becoming an inquiry teacher. At the same time, teacher education must focus on the social-
emotional and intellectual prerequisites of high-quality teaching.  
As a teacher educator currently teaching preservice teachers about inquiry learning 
through the science and social studies curricula, this study has made me more aware of the focus 
I give to these novice teachers’ social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning. More 
importantly, I found myself asking why specific focus is being given to various elements of the 
core curriculum. I am conscious about how much is me prioritizing what I find important and 
interesting. At the same time, I am considering how much of the focus is on students attending to 
parts of the curriculum most important to them based on their prior experiences, present inquiry 




consider their agendas as agentic learners. I pay more attention now to students’ inquiry stances 
and try to pick up on when they are showing or grappling with the dispositions of open 
mindedness, wholehearted wonder, and intellectual responsibility required of inquiry teachers. In 
these moments, I try to draw their attention to their competency and enactment of inquiry 
dispositions and challenge students using dialogic teaching techniques and peer discussion to 
cultivate dispositions. Conducting this study and learning more about how teachers develop as 
inquiry teachers has changed my current teaching and will continue to impact my work in subtle 
and overt ways. 
Agency. The social-emotional curricula involved the novice teachers building their self-
awareness through identity formation and social-awareness with both relating to teachers’ 
individual agency and their classroom practice. The novice teachers’ agency influenced their use 
of their subject-matter knowledge and their noticing of children’s academic needs. Using 
subject-matter knowledge, Mae recognized the need for more explicit literacy teaching, yet did 
not design curriculum to address the need through project work or classroom routines. Perhaps 
this was unsurprising, even as methods for literacy instruction inside K-1 were discussed and 
modeled, given the response to the connections she did make. Liv offered Mae suggestions for 
other ways to satisfy her literacy inquiry, but Mae did not pursue these. Mae was open about her 
discomfort with nondirect methods of literacy instruction and assessment and worried that 
academic needs were not being met.  
Building teacher agency, as with building child agency, means meeting novice teachers 
where they are and moving forward from there. Teacher leaders who mentor novice teachers 
should remember that preservice and novice teachers are not necessarily trained to make agentic 




where they are expected to follow weekly guidelines for their performance. The findings in this 
study, particularly regarding Mae’s difficulties, suggest teacher education consider structuring 
field experiences that provide the novice accountability, support, clear pacing, and expectations 
while ensuring teacher candidates have opportunities to be heard and their ideas noted and 
extended. Teacher candidates might benefit from participatory training programs that expect 
them to identify and put to use their academic knowledge in novel situations.  
Restorative discipline. The novice teachers in this study all learned the important role 
social-emotional wellness played inside inquiry classrooms and acquired essential knowledge 
and skills (e.g., the development ladder of managing challenging behavior, STORY). The 
literature has supported restorative and educative approaches to classroom discipline in 
progressive education, inquiry classrooms, and classrooms more broadly (Darling-Hammond et 
al., 2019; Dewey, 1938a; Dewey & Dewey, 1915; Manning et al., 2009). Perhaps better 
equipping novice teachers with the pedagogical and theoretical knowledge and skills to 
implement restorative discipline practices would support their overall growth as inquiry teachers. 
Teacher’s social-emotional self-awareness and social awareness could be influenced as they 
gained greater knowledge into how people’s emotions, brains, and bodies operate. Novice 
teachers’ inquiry stance dispositions could be cultivated as novice teachers would be asked to 
consider new ways of viewing and responding to challenging behavior inside schools. 
Strengthening novice teachers’ academic knowledge and skills regarding social-emotional 
learning also have the potential to shift teachers’ thinking about the types of schools and students 
for whom inquiry classrooms are appropriate. All too often, children with greater social-
emotional needs do not have the resources to afford private, progressive schools where 




Inquiry stance. The intellectual curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher should 
consist of strengthening dispositions for inquiry such as open mindedness, wholeheartedness, 
and intellectual responsibility. This curriculum should provide practice using the process of 
reflective thinking. In this study, the novice teachers’ inquiry stance acted as an activation tool 
for putting social-emotional and academic knowledge and skills to use inside the classroom. The 
process of intellectualizing social awareness with regard to emotions and the bridging of social 
identities led to important social awareness learnings by children and novice teachers. The 
novice teachers’ growing dispositions of open mindedness and intellectual responsibility helped 
them to develop and use their social-emotional awareness and academic knowledge and skills. 
The three curricular foci highlighted in this study show the importance of how each piece of the 
novice teachers’ learning came together to form a strong and supportive inquiry teaching 
triangle. Like a triangle that gets its strength from the intersection of separate lines, the three 
curricular areas of becoming an inquiry teacher likewise became greater than their individual 
parts.  
Differentiation. To continue with the triangle metaphor, the sides do not need to be equal 
for the triangle to stand. Similarly, the novice teachers in this study grew in different areas of the 
curriculum and used their longer sides as bases on which the whole figure could stand. In this 
study, novice teachers attended to different areas of the core curriculum to varying degrees; these 
formed personal learning journeys. The emergent curriculum and idiosyncratic journey created 
as each teacher was guided along the way was a nonlinear, yet educative, experience. It mattered 
more that novice inquiry teachers were engaging with all three aspects of the curriculum than in 




fostered interactions between the curricular areas. Liv’s mentorship was a constant voice and 
model championing social-emotional, intellectual, and academic thought in the teaching process.  
Mentorship 
 The coteaching model at JSC, while not a common feature inside classrooms in other 
schools, proved to be beneficial in each area of the curriculum of becoming an inquiry teacher. 
While not without its flaws, this model of mentorship, within rather than across classrooms, 
allowed novice teachers to experiment within the curriculum of becoming a novice teacher while 
knowing that the team together would support the work of the children. The novice teachers met 
weekly with Liv in a team setting; they also had weekly one-on-one meetings and taught side by 
side. The coteaching model was like an apprenticeship in which the coteachers were expected to 
meet certain responsibilities, while accompanied by a skilled mentor. There were many instances 
where Liv modeled, cognitively coached, and explicitly told the novice teachers what was 
expected and how it could be accomplished. The proximity and availability the novice teachers 
had to someone they trusted to show them the way was a unique learning situation that supported 
their implementation of inquiry-based practices. Perhaps a similar experience could be created 
during student teaching experiences if university supervisors were provided training and a 
framework for developing candidates’ social-emotional, intellectual, and academic knowledge 
and skills.  
Documentation 
The practice of documentation provided major learning opportunities for novice teachers 
in the social-emotional, intellectual, and academic curricula of becoming an inquiry teacher. The 
novice teachers in this study mentioned parent-teacher conferences and the creation of a 




process of analysis and synthesis. I identified teachers building their inquiry stance as they used 
documentation as a process of teacher noticing, inquiry, and instructional planning. The project 
studies event seemed to support their inquiry stance more in part because they were expected to 
consider next steps. Since selecting, analyzing, and offering interpretations of documentation for 
the project studies event was such an important learning experience for the novice teachers, 
perhaps working with documentation in a similar way sooner would support a process-based use 
of documentation earlier in the school year. Since all teachers create parent-teacher conference 
documentation summary sheets, perhaps that process could be used as a scaffold for learning to 
use documentation as a process of reflective thinking.  
Novice inquiry teachers need experiential learning that pushes them beyond using 
documentation to simply see and think or gather initial “suggestions” (Dewey, 1933). As 
teachers analyze documentation for conference sheets, they could be tasked with enacting Phase 
2 by developing a question or wonder about the children from the K-1 conference curricular 
areas of “relating, creating, representing” (see Appendix G). Using conference categories would 
act as a structural scaffold for novice teachers, similar to what the home group system did, by 
narrowing their focus. This would help them wonder within established, descriptive, and 
spacious categories that offered a way forward on their personal inquiry journeys. After personal 
wonders were established, they would be ready to move on to phase three. In Phase 3, the novice 
would be helped during a documentation meeting to develop a hypothesis or guiding idea based 
on documentation. They would then be tasked with testing the guiding idea by planning a 
learning engagement with the children. Phase 4, the “mental elaboration of the idea,” would be 
enacted by rethinking the documentation collected during the learning engagement (Dewey, 




might take the form of further thoughtful action around the topic. While not all schools use 
documentation, for those that do or those who want to begin using documentation, they could 
follow steps similar to those described above. If the work novice inquiry teachers are doing as 
part of preparing for parent-teacher conferences could be used as a catalyst for enacting 
reflective thinking, it might help them to use documentation as a proactive tool for guiding 
instruction while strengthening their inquiry stance. 
Documentation was an important practice and process supporting the overall 
development of these young teachers. Based on the findings from this study and the literature, 
had novice teachers experienced regular meetings using a documentation protocol, their 
professional learning would have benefitted. Perhaps the use of documentation protocols 
initiated early in the school year would have given the coteachers enough experiential learning 
on how to use documentation as a process. Even if time later in the school year needed to be used 
differently, at least they would have had a shared experience and knowledge base from which to 
draw. The need for a designated time to share documentation should have been prioritized; doing 
so would have also allowed Liv to assess the novice teachers’ intellectual habits and academic 
knowledge to differentiate the mentoring she provided. Documentation as a formative 
assessment tool has thorough support in the literature. In this study, one of the novice teachers 
recognized its suitability for assessing children’s academic habits (Rintakorpi, 2015). Based on 
the other two novice teachers’ focus and use of documentation, this study’s results lead me to 
recommend that caution be taken with assessing children’s academics using documentation and 
that formal and informal formative assessments should be used to plan academic instruction.  




Future research with preservice and practicing teachers new to inquiry should focus on 
validating the core curriculum for becoming an inquiry teacher as uncovered in this case study. 
Researchers should develop and validate a flexible and differentiated framework to be used by 
teacher leaders and teacher educators as they mentor teachers new to inquiry teaching. This 
framework could focus on building social-emotional, intellectual, and academic knowledge and 
skills. This research was limited by size, yet I identified and defined a core curriculum of 
becoming an inquiry teacher that supported the novice teachers’ implementation of inquiry 
practices that can be used as a guide in future studies. 
Additional research into the enacted social-emotional curriculum inside inquiry 
classrooms could help illuminate responsive practices supporting the intellectual and academic 
curriculum. More research into the connection between social-emotional learning at the child and 
adult levels in terms of identity and agency could help the field better understand how the two 
support or even hinder growth. Further research could help uncover the potential for a productive 
tension inside inquiry classrooms where the whole group (teacher and students) attends to social-
emotional curricular objectives. This research could benefit educators inside inquiry classrooms, 
particularly around social studies topics teachers feel uncomfortable or unprepared to teach.  
Research into documentation’s potential to build novice teachers’ inquiry stances is 
needed to better understand how inquiry dispositions and reflective thinking can be cultivated at 
the level of the adult. Inquiry dispositions not only provide the prerequisites for becoming an 
inquiry teacher and teacher inquiry-like action research, open mindedness, and intellectual 
responsibility, they can also engender responsive practitioners who consider and align theory 
with practice inside classrooms. The literature shows a need for further understanding of teacher 




experience for themselves the useful, revealing, and cyclical process of documentation, they 
might engage with documentation as a teacher research tool that further strengthens their inquiry 
stance. Research conducted inside teacher education programs on the link between dispositions, 
reflective thinking, and practice when collecting and using documentation as a process would 
have implications for novice teachers’ inquiry-based learning, teacher action research, and the 
theory-beliefs-practice connection.  
Final Remarks  
 Findings from this study show social-emotional, intellectual, and academic learning were 
three major curricular areas in which novice teachers developed as they implemented an inquiry-
based emergent curriculum for the first time. Findings in this study showed novice teachers 
focused on different elements of the core curriculum and pursued personal significant inquiries 
that supported their particular learning journeys. The practice of documentation was found to be 
used idiosyncratically by novice teachers as a means of building their theoretical and 
pedagogical knowledge and skills. To different degrees, their social-emotional and intellectual 
development as teachers was developed and documentation was used in teacher research that 
mimicked action research in form and for personal, professional, and political purposes. Inquiry 
teaching requires more of teachers than only pedagogical and theoretical knowledge and skills, 
as the social-emotional and intellectual curriculum was focused on as part of the set and 
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Head Teacher Interview – October 
1. Please tell me about yourself and how you came to be a teacher?  
2. What attracted you to JSC? 
3. How are you learning to document? What did you know before coming in?? 
a. What is your process like? 
4. What do you hope children, teachers, families gain from the practice? 
5. How/what do you think about young children?  
a. How do you get to know children? 
6. Is there anything else you’d like to share? 
 
Coteachers Interview – November 
1. Please tell me about yourself and how you came to be a teacher?  
2. What attracted you to JSC? 
3. How are you learning to document? What did you know before coming in?? 
a. What is your process like? 
b. How do you feel now that conferences are over that documentation has played a 
part in the daily or the weekly, coming together of the team? 
4. We talked about what the teacher gains from the practice of documentation, what about 
the children and families? 
5. How/what do you think about young children? 
a. How do you know children? 
6. Is there anything else you’d like to share? 
 
Student Teacher Interview – December 
1. Tell me some biographical information about yourself?  
2. Please describe your time at the Joyful School Collab?  
a. How has your perspective changed? 
b. What do you think the casual observer would see? 
3. How have you used documentation during your time and for what purpose? 
a. Types of doc  
b. How did it support communication, co-thinking, and planning in your team? 
c. How it informed instructional choices 
d. Knowing children  
4. How can you imagine using documentation in other school settings? 
Teacher Interview – February 
1. I want to start with a big question: What does it mean being Reggio Emilia-inspired? 




a. Speak a little bit more about how working at JSC has informed your own way of 
being inspired? In what ways have you been inspired by the Reggio Emilia 
approach through your working here? 
2. How have you used documentation during your time and for what purpose? 
a. Types of doc  
b. How did it support communication, co-thinking, and planning in your team? 
c. How it informed instructional choices 







OBSERVATION FIELD NOTE AND TEACHER DOCUMENTATION 
 
Setting: JSC-K/1 
Researcher: Tanya Cordoba 
Date/time of observation: 12/4/18 and 12/7 
teacher documentation of group meeting 
People: Liv & Ji-yoo 
OBSERVATION 
Tuesday after school Liv & Ji-yoo meeting.  
the whole time.  
 
Liv-The flow of the measuring?  
Ji-yoo-yes  
Liv- So were they able to measure any of the dimension? 
Ji-yoo- They did, they did one dimension from one point from diameter and other 
one diagonal. But the problem was Hunter’s string came out and then they were 
kind of like going around so then it became more difficult. So, I don’t what to say 
for that activity for yellow group.” 
 
Liv- were you able to get to that point of comparing them so this is about the size of 
a nest and this is the size of a classroom. The largest nest in the world is 11th meters. 
Ji-yoo seems ruffled or flustered. She is using more hand motions 
Ji-yoo- SO they were excited to find out that the classroom was smaller than the 
nest. And Jane said, “what nest is it?” so I read the part from the book. Ji-yoo has 
trouble pronouncing the name of the bird especially the word fowls. 
 
Liv spells fowls aloud asking is it this? Ji-yoo confirms and Liv says it’s fowls, Ji-
yoo repeats aloud We did only that one and they were interested in others. 
Ji-yoo exhales in frustration. So that’s how it went.  
Liv says- so the good part is you got to the point of comparing the classroom with 
the dimensions with the nest, (Ji-yoo confirms). So, your question was, “which one 
is bigger?” 
Ji-yoo one thing I realized, they like measure and they always come to me and ask 
can you measure the field, or can you measure other so there might be another step 
we can go after this activity. So, I am kind of thinking about maybe we can measure 
other things and have a discussion about what we can measure (Liv continues to 
nod and ummah) with the materials that are available to us.  
 
Liv- So measurement can be something you have in mind and also think about how 
is it or why is it that kindergartners or first graders in particular or maybe it’s not in 
particular are, why is measurement a salient theme, why would that be an emotional 
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measuring. So, IDK what you think if you just think right away oh what it is, 
measurement comes up a lot as theme (Ji-yoo -yep) in K/1. 
 
Ji-yoo- They really like to know which is bigger, that kind of concept. So maybe I 
might need to more navigate what they want to do about that part. I am also curious 
if we have more discussion with Yellow group that’s the only group that measured 
all away around. [5:00] I wonder if blue group is going to talk about their height.  
  
They continue to discuss possible questions children might have and. 
 
Liv brings up logistics and suggests Friday having groups. “So, each grp can report 
something to the whole group” 
And your role is to function as facilitator so you might what to have some questions 
in mind like [7:24] “what did you guys discover about the height of it, etc. you 
might want to have some prompts but mostly it’s about helping children share what 
was salient in each and what do they still want to know and you might discover that 
you have a little group that’s not from red, yellow, blue that really want to recreate 
this or represent this and sometimes those are the best.” 
 
Ji-yoo- shares that children have been keeping their findings secretive and when a 
few children did share across groups they said 7 meters. So, it’s interesting that they 
remembered numbers. She also mentions that they all had different measurement 
because the measured in different ways some height other diameter.  
 
Liv- “So this is where it gets tricky so it’s interesting to think about how that 
experience can be transferred to paper somehow. So, on Friday it will be 
represented verbally. I don’t know how important that would be to have a 
discussion with each group before they report. But it means you won’t have the 
final well it’s not that you ever have control over what they are going to report but 
it means you are going to be less aware of what they are thinking and going to talk 
about because you haven’t talked to them ahead of time. Which I mean is fine b/c 
you heard what they said out there and your line of questioning can help them to 
think about what the most important thing to share is. So, you could say X what 
was the most important thing you learned.”  
 
Ji-yoo- is scribbling notes. “I could ask them what they want to do after this, and 
they can come up with some idea about measure or something else. So, Thursday is 
going to be the nest: see, think, wonder so, I don’t know the connection between the 
two, but I want to be able to show the nest pictures. Maybe after the discussion.” 
 
Ji-yoo is interested in what children remembered and what might develop. 
[9:27] 
Liv says that “it gets tricky when there is energy around old things like taking their 
nest pictures and memory stories and getting their representations done but then 
you’ve already come up to this next experience and you could have children write 
down a report” after making the point about the importance of getting the 
experience down on paper she goes on to provide examples of what might arise and 
how that can be used for developing the inquiry’s next steps. Liv moves back into 
logistics by asking Ji-yoo when she’ll have time to check back in with red group to 






















































different options by giving an example of cold reporting. Liv does say that “in the 
interest of time they do need to report on Friday.” 
 
Liv returns to the pros and maybes of having a better idea of what they’ll share but 
does not say it’s necessary.  
 
Ji-yoo- considers just asking children what they want to investigate next. 
 
Liv-reminds Ji-yoo that she wants to “get through” all the see, think, wonders 
before Friday. 
 
The two continue discussing possibilities with Liv giving examples of zooming out 
activities and zooming in activities suggesting Ji-yoo could do a “look closely” and 
measure these nests (as she references a growing display of birds’ nests) b/c if you 
think of a nest that is 7 inches versus 7 meters it might be helpful to think about (Ji-
yoo audibly breaths out and says oooh). 
Liv also offers how extreme sizes really big and small capture the imagination and 
suggests Ji-yoo in the meantime would be teaching measurement lessons. 
 
Ji-yoo returns to logistics asking if they have a time for blue group tomorrow. 
 
[15:45] 
Liv crosses room and shows Ji-yoo 12 in strips of paper and suggests Ji-yoo stay on 
the lookout for how children are using the paper and might start to measure. Liv 
explains the concept of units and that 3 make a yard and how previous groups of 
children have used the paper to create tape measures and individuals have gotten 
way into it. Liv adds the caveat that the children may or may not but thinks “you 
could look at these papers as potential measurers or units” 
Liv pushes conversation forward by asking “what about the height, you said it was 
more difficult to represent height and both groups have talked about the height”  
 
Ji-yoo talks about the difficulty of making an accurate measurement and how she 
and the children were problem solving. 
 
Liv tells her that she might go different ways with different groups and then the part 
Liv considers to be art “is seeing which parts you can weave back together to make 
something that’s unified” while recognizing that it might not come back together 
and that a smaller group might have an extended inquiry that keeps going. 
 
Liv reminds Ji-yoo that “everything in that 20-minute time has so much potential.” 
and so much to learn that you might not have to go too far. She offers possibilities 
for group measuring in different spaces, e.g., playground, field, etc.  
 
[22:00] 
Family Meeting:  
Liv asks Ji-yoo if she’s planning to share a reading from her University class. 
Ji-yoo says she’d like to share her thoughts with the families and explains to Liv 
that’s really about identity building through writing. Liv encourages her to provide 
an example from children and suggests her writing study with Finn might be good 






















































Ji-yoo agrees that Finn has an identity piece saying, “he’s trying to situate himself 
through writing.” 
[23:50] 
 Ji-yoo also brings up two boys who write stories collaboratively and speaks to how 
they “fight over that paper, so what does it mean to those children even though it’s 
writing it’s not just writing it’s about the relationship they build over the paper.” 
She then immediately mentions that she knows Finn’s parents are comfortable with 
sharing so will probably use his for sharing. 
 
Liv only says “sounds good” after a few moments of silence Ji-yoo fills space with 
a question she has waited to ask during this meeting.  
 
Ji-yoo ask Liv about how to elicit children’s thoughts on why someone might not 
want to play as her question of the day. Ji-yoo will use speech bubble with one 
character asking to play and the other saying no. Ji-yoo wants to know why the 
children think someone might say no to letting another play. The two consider 
children’s writing ability since it is first term yet don’t want to give 
categories/multiple choice answer b/c then children’s ideas aren’t being shared. Ji-
yoo says she really doesn’t want to give them categories and asks Liv if she has a 
good idea. Liv doesn’t give an immediate answer and says you giving some 
categories doesn’t exclude children from giving their own reasons. Ji-yoo then 
suggests she provides two reasons and then other columns. Liv builds saying “I 
hear what you’re saying and I think it might be interesting to have two columns that 
are open, i.e. is there another reason, or, or do you have another idea and then those 
children can answer with just a yes and can still fill in their thinking later by talking 
or with help from a teacher but that way not each child has to write a lot of words or 
some words only those that have a different idea, let’s just say it’s an experiment.”  
Liv makes the point that having two columns open “really suggests the idea that 
this is open and it’s not just you wanting them to agree with ideas you wrote down.” 
 
In preparation for the winter project studies exhibit Liv requests that Ji-yoo write a 
paragraph or two in her own words about her own teacher research and the direction 
of the children. What are the topics that are emerging from children and their 
questions and their interest that you are taking on with the children. Ji-yoo asks if 
focus is on what has already happened or where they are going. Liv says the writing 
should speak to what you have been doing and the origin. Liv notes the origin is 
very important in helping us know what we’re doing and why but also it helps the 
families. Liv notes that this is the schools’ second year that they haven’t said in 
advance what are we going  to be studying or what is the project in K/1, so it’s not 
about a name or the nest project but what are all the lines of inquiry that are going 
into your planning, what are trying to investigate, and its origins. Liv goes on to 
describe examples for bringing the nest inquiry into the class while noting she 
cannot disclose confidentiality, “I think there is a positive way to talk about it in 
relation to Cormac. And then where you want to go with it.” Liv continues talking 
through things Ji-yoo might share about next steps particularly their interest in 
measurement. Liv goes on to say “In this case the content is also the 
tool…sometime you use a tool to investigate another inquiry but in this case were 
not wondering about how big the field is b/c we’re interested in the field,, we’re 
interested in how big the field is b/c we’re interested in how big, it’s two sides of a 






















































in bigness and how to measure it.”  Share the lines of inquiry that are emerging and 
the tools you and the children are using to investigate and gives the interest in 
bigness as an example. Liv offers to edit and gives a deadline of 2-3 weeks. I think 
it will help to articulate a little bit about what you’ve been thinking and the children 
have been doing will help later in January when we try to pull our thoughts together 
and some artifacts and represent something about the process and if we’re already 
communicated about it and articulated it then it makes it much easier in January.  
 
Ji-yoo says she might have more questions and Liv says she’d like to send it out 
before new year but suggests Ji-yoo does it before she leaves town.  
 
This is the meeting Liv & Ji-yoo planned for. 
Afternoon Meeting  12/07/18  
Teacher Documentation shared by Ji-yoo 
 
Thinking about talking and talking about thinking… (Liv) 
 
I’m gonna put these maps…probably you can tell what it is… 
Each group remembers their own map, I think… (Ji-yoo) 
 
RED…blue...yellow group!  (CHILDREN) 
 
I want you guys to think about...last Monday… 
Red group went to field to measure… 
And yellow group went to field to measure… 
each group their own time…so didn’t know what other groups did… 
so, I want you guys to talk what you did… 
what you realized…what you found…we are gonna share… 
 
I’m talking about for red group…we made a promise we wouldn’t tell… 
and we didn’t but…red group got all their marks and we figured out one thing…  
We promised that we would not tell the number to anyone else… 
because we were the first group…and we didn’t, I hope!  
And now we all think…I think we all know which ones bigger now… 
Ji-yoo, is it okay if I say which one’s bigger now?  
I didn’t think this would be bigger but…the nest is BIGGER than this classroom! 
(AL) 
 
(I know that! (AM)) 
 
Yellow group…CK? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Well, when yellow group measured… 
the string that went all the way around the classroom was actually too big… 
so, we couldn’t use it cuz it was too tangled… 
 
And also, I actually thought the nest WOULD be bigger than the classroom… (CK) 
 











































That is actually true… 
can you tell us more about why did we make it all around…that yarn… 
how did we make it all around… (Ji-yoo) 
 
Well, we started from there…then someone holded the string there…then someone 
hold it there and then there…and then I think we ended back there… (CK) 
 
And then, guess what?  
I realized every group has a different way to measure the classroom… (Ji-yoo) 
 
(What ?!? (AL)) 
 
And that was yellow group’s way to measure… 
they went all the way around…without cutting it… 
and probably red group and blue group…you guys have a different way to 
measure… 
it would be great to share with all of us… 
 
LG, do you have anything to say? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Yeah, for blue group we measured a few different ways… 
We measured from the 2/3 door over there… 
And we measured from here all the way over to there… 
And we also measured from that corner all the way over to the bathroom door… 
And we measured from there all the way over to there… 




(We did that! (ML)) 
 
So, I was trying to make the line what you guys measured… 
So, you look a little different shape…can you see this?  
I wonder…I wonder how you had that experience… 
not only to measure the classroom but also the field… 
Any other ideas? (Ji-yoo) 
 
When we were going on the field…we put it on the ground… 
but we were checking the HEIGHT… 
but why we put it on the ground… 
it is not magic and it could not fly! (QL) 
 
Yeah, it was a little hard to put that height… 
In the sky…or in the tree… 
so, we decided to put it on the ground… 
Do you remember what number was it for the height? (Ji-yoo) 
 
I think one was 10…and one was 2… (QL) 
 




Any other…how you thought…how you feel…Liv? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Actually, I have a question for the blue group… 
Blue group HOW did you measure from the floor to the ceiling… 
Are any of you tall enough to reach the ceiling? (Liv) 
 
We used the ladder… 
we just put it close to the ceiling…and I tried putting it on the tree branch… (SC) 
 
Can we explain…when we lifted it…if we let go it would bounce back… 
so, we got a stick and put it under…and that was FP’s idea… 
and we put it onto the ground each one… 
it was kinda hard in the field…it turned out to be a triangle…(AL) 
 
Why did it turn out to be a triangle? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Yes, so when we measured, we only had three yarns… (AL) 
 
Before coming to this meeting… I collected this yarn…did you notice anything? 
(Ji-yoo) 
 
I want you guys to think about size… (Ji-yoo) 
 
The yellow string is the biggest… (CK) 
 
Why do you think? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Maybe because the yellow group didn’t cut much… 
because we were the only ones who went around the room… (CK) 
 
So, CK thought yellow group went ALL around…that might be the reason… (Ji-
yoo) 
 
Well, I see the red...or the blue is smaller…or medium… (HW)  
 
I wanna go back to the question in the beginning… 
AL said it turns out red group found nest IS actually bigger than the classroom… 
I wanna hear other groups answers to that…yellow group? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Something happened from our group…our group got tangled a lot… 
there was a knot… our string was the longest… 
I don’t think we were able to untie it…that’s what I remember… (YS) 
 
And what was the answer? (Ji-yoo) 
 
The nest is bigger than the surrounding…that means it’s bigger than this… (YS) 
And what about anyone from blue group? DM? (Ji-yoo) 
 





Was the nest bigger or smaller than the classroom? (Liv) 
 
Smaller than the classroom . . . (DM)  
 
Did the blue group find out the nest was smaller than the classroom or equal to or 
bigger than the classroom? What was YOUR first answer when you answered the 








WAIT! All three groups got the same answer!  
You all found out it was bigger… you all agree… 
You all got the same answer…you got similar results…(Liv) 
 
So, I was inspired by this book… 
I got to read some part about the biggest nest in the world to you guys… 
…the dusky scrub fowl’s nest…  
 
Their mounded nests are made of decomposing leaves and twigs and can measure 
more than 36 feet which was 11 meters in diameter and nearly 16 feet (5 meters) 
high. 
 
I wanna draw a little bit… 
this part was 11 meters, but height means this part was 5 meters… 
 
So, I was wondering while doing measuring activity…  
And some children said,  
Oh, do we get to measure the field?  
And some children said,  
Oh, do we get to measure the school? 
Or I heard someone said, We only have a trundle wheel… 
we wanna measure with other rulers…with feet in it… 
And there was so much conversation going on… 
I really want to know what you guys wanna do afterwards about measuring…  
Can you continue the measuring activity…who want to do measuring activity? (Ji-
yoo) 
 
A show of hands from children 
 
What might be a good idea for a next measuring activity? (Ji-yoo) 
 















Well, ummm…the whole school...how tall it is plus how wide it is…  
And we could make it into…copy off it and sticking together umm…like paper… 
we can make like a miniature our school…a miniature school… 
and then we can measurement to make…miniature us…  
so, we can check off like things that we’ve done… (MG) 
 
So, we can measure ourselves? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Measure OURSELVES…and make it like really tiny… 
because the school’s gonna be really tiny… 
and then stick yourself inside… 
and we’re gonna make like miniature everything we make… (MG) 
 
That could be actually cool idea… 
measuring us…and the school… 
and how could that fit, right? (Ji-yoo) 
 
Yes, making everything tiny… (MG) 
 
What nest were we even measuring… (CK) 
 
What nest? (Ji-yoo) 
 






Data entry of Head Teacher Meeting data set is completed 6-19. 
 
Comments for each data segment: 
9-26-18 
Sally, Katie, Linda, Liv, Belinda. Field trip logistics, e.g., drivers; Oct. 12th will be work day for 
portfolios;  
Family meetings purpose, community not individual conference. Suggestion is made by SL for 
BB to go to K/1family. 
 
10-10-18 
All Head Teachers: SL, KM, & LC do most of the talking.  
Initial convo centers on regulating what themes/content children bring into classroom in terms of 
scary or not rated for age group, i.e. Freddy five nights. Teacher uncomfortable with policing and 
determine use of age guidelines of material brought into school was a good way to decide. 
Bulk of meeting centers on color words in relation to race and use as descriptive adjectives. 
Teachers talk about ways to decrease negative connotations and build comfort in talking about 
race in classroom. AL brings up documentation of children’s current theories as a way to 
consider new understanding in light of. LC is offering caution when teaching goal is to change 
the child’s position and what that may feel like for the child to reconcile old and new beliefs.  
 
10-17-18 
Sally, Belinda B., Liv, Katie, Bob (late), Linda: big discussion around co-teachers and making 
learning visible and why that feels important to teachers and struggle instituting a system. 
Belinda and Linda leave at 4:09 meeting cont.' till 5:30 
 
11-7-18  
SL, KM, LC, BT, BB, and student teachers Margie (2/3) & Linda (K/1). Starts at 3:20. Logistics 
of subs around holidays, BB being out for surgery. Discussion of K/1 & 4/5 being late for 
dismissal on regular basis. By 3:35 AL asks about classes. Talk centers on bringing diversity into 
school/classes in light of tree of life shooting and work being done by Linda and Margie. SL is 
challenging staff to consider the schools and their own social responsibility and actions to be 
taken as educators.  
 
12-5-18  
Lots of logistics and social bonding first 45 minutes. BB leaves around 4:10 as discussion turns 
to topic of documentation as a way of supporting communication across grade, agenda for winter 
teacher institute days and coming together around writing & words, teachers are curious about 
each other’s classes. KM contributes less than what is usual for her.  
 
1-23-19  




SL starts with inspirational video about children’s rights to energize group after last week’s 
meeting. 
Reflections on social growth school provides. 
Positioning of children’s voice in projects and its importance.  
 
Memo 6-19: 
Meetings start around 3:20 and EB is generally the first teacher to arrive followed by KM, LC 
and often lastly BT. Teachers do not chit-chat about personal lives before meeting on occasion 
someone will refer to a movie, show, or book. Once and a while a personal story will arise 
during meeting to continue or illustrate a point, this is uncommon. Not a strong sense that Head 
Teachers know what’s happening in each other’s lives. BB’s son is in KM’s 2/3 class with my 
son on occasion one of the boys are protagonists in stories being told. It is not uncommon for 
teachers not to use children’s names when telling stories (Fact check this). 
 
SL often presents logistics at beginning of meeting and on occasion this strategy serves to 
exclude BB from teaching centered conversations because she must leave at 4:10 in order to take 
her son to a music lesson.  
 
SL and LC are the main speakers with KM’s 2/3s being the main topic of conversation at 3 
meetings.  
 
Themes around race, social responsibility, child agency, rights, voice, and diversity of ethnicity 
and religion. Teachers are conscious about how children and learning are represented and 
thought about. Documentation as a desirable practice, useful for reflecting on learning, and 
presenting “child’s story” are themes that come up. 
 
Strategies for documentation, lesson ideas, and communication techniques are offered and 
solicited. 
 












CODE PROGRESSION TABLE: A PRIORI CODES ITALICIZED 
Open coding Preliminary codes Focused codes Expanded codes 
Focus codes 
groundedness 




Adult coconstructing 92 
Explicit messages Considering 
Child 
Considering Child  CONSIDERING 
CHILDREN 
106 






Adult Processing  Curriculum: 
socioemo 



















Identity Explicit message Curriculum: 
socioemo 
curriculum: socioemo 127 





Sally Evaluation 52 
Considering 
Children 
Logistics Ji-yoo Explicit message 48 
Learning 
engagement (how 
do we do it) 
Pedagogy Linda Identity 72 
Role of the 
Teacher 















Explicit message Liv 83 
Project-IL  
 




























Logistics pedagogy: continuity 74 
Literacy 
 





Pedagogy pedagogy: emergent 
CURRICULUM 
83 
Thinking with and 































Teacher Researcher 57 
Teacher critical 
thinker 




    
Teacher decider 
    
Real teacher 
    
Logistics 
    
Including children 
    
Philosophy 
    
Aims 
    
Practices 
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CONFERENCE DESCRIPTORS AND DOCUMENTATION SHEET  
K/1 Portfolio Selection 
 
Child:  (Fill in child’s first and last name) 
Date:  (Fill in month) 2018 
Teachers:  
 
Curriculum Area:   Creating  Representing       Relating 
Here are some key indicators in the areas of Creating, Representing and Relating: 
Creating  
Taking risks to try new things. Generating designs, theories and connections. Exploring new 
situations and physical challenges. Being a generative force. Playing with objects and ideas. 
Exploring unique strategies. Seeing more than one way to solve a problem. Carrying intentions 
forward in time and complexity. Taking personal responsibility. Asking questions. 
Representing  
The expressive arts, spoken and written language, expression in the Hundred Languages of 
Children (dance, pretend, drawing, blocks, arrangements, clay, etc.) Using signs and symbols to 
represent and organize ideas, communicate and share meanings 
Relating 
Participating in the world. Relating to self and others. Speaking and listening. Staying connected 
across a range of emotions. Connecting with ideas and places. Asking for help. Acts of kindness 
and caring. Interacting as a member of the classroom community, including problem solving, 
conflict and conflict resolution. Learning. Creating and experiencing collaborative play.  
(Highlight one or more area(s) above as shown) 
(Add pictures and/narratives here) 
Please review the following examples of portfolio selections: 
Evidence of child’s participation, contribution and thinking from anecdotal record (1, 2, 3) 
Evidence of a child’s process or expression (creating, relating, representing) with title, or 





University Primary School 
K/1 Portfolio Selection 
 
Child:   
Date: September 2016 
Teachers:  
 
Curriculum Area:   Creating  Representing        Relating 
 
Monarch investigation       09/13/16 
 
As children are looking at the Journey North map of Monarch butterfly sightings: 
 
What is the red triangle for? (JC) 
That is Mexico…(TS) 
Because the Monarchs have a long travel and go all across the map to Mexico. (YS) 
 
Why is it red? (JC) 
Because Mexico is hot… (SB) 
It’s red because that’s where they end…they end there… (PE) 
And they come here from that place and leave new caterpillars. (SB) 
 
Monica and Monico are dead now… (YD) 
Monica and Monico were two of our Monarch butterflies that we had… 
They were first caterpillars, and they changed to butterflies… 
A boy and a girl, so we named them Monica and Monico! (CR) 
 
I know a way to get there…we can just follow the butterflies!  
If we ask our moms if we are allowed to… 
What if they were coming to pick us up? They would say, “Where is everybody?”  
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